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Ebbs and Flows in the Feminist Presentation of Female Characters
among Caldecott Award-Winning Picture Books for Children

By
Jessica Gauthier, Madeline MacKay, Madison Mellor and Roger Clark
Abstract
Researchers have examined the visibility and stereotyping of female characters in picture books for children at
least since Weitzman et al.’s (1972) landmark study. To the best of our knowledge, however, no one has examined
these traits in all of the Caldecott-Medal winning picture books since 1938. Because of the influence the Caldecott
Medal, generations of girls and boys have been exposed to Medal-winning picture books even if they have been
exposed to few others. Our study was guided by two broad hypotheses. First, when gender norms in the larger
society are relatively settled--that is, societal norms suggest relatively unambiguously that men and women should
behave in either different or similar ways, female characters are likely to be relatively plentiful in award-winning
books. However, at such times female and male characters will, in general be created to conform to the norms of
the larger society. Second, when gender norms are unsettled —that is, when there is societal disagreement about
whether men and women should behave in different or similar ways— however, female characters will be less
visible and their gendered behavior will be less predictable. Our study of the 82 Caldecott award-winning picture
books provides support for these hypotheses.
Keywords: children's picture books, gender stereotyping, female visibility, content analysis.
Introduction
The first Caldecott Medal was awarded in 1938 and
is not only the most prestigious award for preschool
literature, but also guarantees its recipients phenomenal
sales (Clark 1992). The America Library Service to
Children (ALSC), a division of the American Library
Association, awards the Caldecott Medal yearly to the
illustrator who has created the “most distinguished”
American picture book made for children.1 The Medal
assures its winners unusual influence among young
children (and their parents) and makes them a likely
source of ideas about gender. Our goal here is to
examine Caldecott Medalists from nine decades—the
1930s, 1940s, 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, 1990s, 2000s,
2010s—to determine the kinds of messages about

Members of the ALSC Caldecott committee vote on first, second, and
third place winners determined by a point system. The overall winner
must secure eight first place choices and receive eight more points than
any other book. Medals are awarded the year following the nominated
books’ publishing.
1

gender young readers in each of these decades might
have derived from them.
It has been almost 50 years since Weitzman et al.
(1972) observed that celebrated picture books for
children, published between 1967 and 1971, were
largely devoid of female main characters and, in general,
presented the female characters they did include in
gender stereotyped ways. This study inspired a cottage
industry of feminist research into the gender content
and effects of children’s books (e.g., Ashton 1983; Clark,
Almeida, Gurka, & Middleton 2003; Clark, Guilmain,
Saucier & Tavarez 2003; Clark, Kessler & Coon 2015;
Clark, Lennon, & Morris 1993; Davis 1984; Gooden &
Gooden 2001; Grauerholz & Pescosolido 1989; Jennings
1975; Karniol & Gal-Disegni 2009; Knopp 1980;
Koblinsky, Cruse, & Sugawar 1978; Koike & LaVoie
1981; Kropp & Halverston 1983; Lutes-Dunckley 1978;
McCabe, Fairchild, Grauerholz, Pescosolido & Tope
2011; Ochman 1996; Peirce & Edwards 1988; Peterson
& Navy 1990; Purcell & Stewart 1990; Scott & Feldman-
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Summers 1979; St. Peter 1979; Sugino 2000; Tepper 1990s, it had actually been highest in the 1910s. They
& Cassidy 1999; Turner-Bowker 1996; White 1985; interpreted these findings, in part, with the notion that,
Williams, Vernon, Williams, & Malecha 1987). Some of in periods—like the 1910s and the post-1960s--when
these studies, using experimental methods, have found women’s rights were a significant social and political
support for the hypothesis that storybooks are among issue, authors, publishers and award givers were likely
the factors that shape children’s use and development to make female characters more visible than at other
of conventional and atypical gender stereotypes (e.g., times. Moreover, Clark, Guilmain, Saucier & Tavarez
Ashton 1983; Scott & Feldman-Summers 1979; (2003) had examined both visibility and stereotyping
Jennings 1975; Karniol & Gal-Disegni 2009). “Gender in Caldecott award winners and runners-up in the
stereotypes” may be defined as “pictures in our heads” last few years of each decade between the 1930s and
of the ways males and females act in a society (Kenschaft 1960s. They found evidence that in decades like the
& Clark 2016).
1930s and 1950s, when traditional gender norms2 were
Most of the other studies have examined the degree most clearly embraced by the U.S. population at large,
to which gender stereotyping and/or female visibility female characters were, in fact, unusually visible, if also
are present in certain kinds of children’s books. At one unusually stereotypically portrayed. These authors
point, it was plausibly argued that these studies had suggested that, in times when there is relatively little
themselves led to changes in picture books towards conflict over gender norms, authors, publishers and
greater female visibility and less gender stereotyping award givers have little trouble with books presenting
(e.g., Clark, Lennon & Morris 1993; Clark Kulkin & female characters visibly and stereotypically.
Clancy 1999; Clark, Almeica, Gurka & Middleton 2003).
No study that we are aware of has focused exclusively
One of the goals of the current paper is to present our on all the Caldecott-Medal winners since 1938. The
examination of Caldecott Medal books to ascertain studies that have looked at both the visibility of female
whether such changes have continued to occur in the characters and the degree of their stereotyping have
twenty-first century.
examined only winners (and runners-up) at the close
of each decade rather than the whole of the decade.
Our Expectations
And even those that have examined both visibility and
stereotyping have failed to look at award winners over
We came to our study unsure of what we would find. the whole course of the period that the Caldecott Medal
One possibility was that we would find that, over time, has been awarded.
Caldecotts have consistently made female characters
Finally, we found ourselves disinclined to credit the
more visible and presented them in less stereotyped “onward and upward” thesis coming out of research
ways. Several studies (e.g., Clark, Lennon, & Morris focused on children’s books written between the end
1993; Clark, Almeida, Gurka, & Middleton 2003; Clark, of the 1960s and the end of the first decade of the 21st
Kessler & Coon 2015) had found that there was a century. Given our understanding of historical ebbs
greater relative visibility of female characters, and less and flows, as well as the findings of McCabe et al. (2011)
stereotyping, in the late 1980s and 1990s than there had and Clark et al. (2003), we hypothesized there would
been in the late 1960s, the period covered by Weitzman be local variation by decade in both the visibility and
et al. (1972). Perhaps such progress, by liberal feminist stereotyping of female characters depending on the
standards, would have been characteristic of the entire state of gender politics in each decade. In general, we
period (1938 to 2018) during which Caldecotts had expected that female characters would be most visible
been awarded.
in decades when there was general agreement about
But we did not really believe our data would bear gender expectations. Thus, in the 1930s and the 1950s
out this “onward and upward” thesis. History, as we we expected that Medal-winning books would be more
know, involves ebbs and flows in virtually every arena likely to focus on female characters because there was
of human endeavor. And we had reason to believe general agreement that men and women should have
that the presentation of gender in children’s picture distinct roles in society. We also believe that in the 1930s
books was likely to be one such arena. McCabe et al. and 1950s, male and female characters would tend to be
(2011), for instance, had examined the titles and main portrayed as behaving in traditionally stereotypical ways.
characters in 5,618 children’s books published in the 2In this paper “gender norms” refer to informal rules and shared
20th century and found that, while the visibility of expectations that distinguish behavior based on gender. One
female characters did increase from the 1960s to the example of a traditional gender norm is that girls and women
should do the majority of domestic work.
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Between the 1970s and the 1990s, however, the second
wave of feminism would have favored males and females
doing more similar things with their lives.
There might not have been complete agreement
about these egalitarian norms3 in the 1970s, 1980s and
1990s, but these norms were surely better established in
those decades than they had been in the 1960s (see next
paragraph). Consequently, we anticipate that female
characters would have had relatively high visibility in the
1970s, 1980s and 1990s, but that the behaviors of male
and female characters would have been less traditionally
stereotypical in those decades than they had been in the
1930s and 1950s.
The second wave of feminism created upheaval in
gender norms during the 1960s. The publication of
books like Betty Friedan’s (1963) The Feminine Mystique,
the founding of the National Organization of Women
and the emergence of, and political activity associated
with, various branches of feminism challenged notions
of conventional femininity and masculinity. We posit
it would have been more challenging, then, for authors
and publishers in the 1960s to know how females “should”
be presented, so they might be expected to have presented
fewer of them. It is possible, however, that the presentation
of the relatively few female characters created in this
decade would have been less stereotypical than it had
been in the 1930s and 1950s.
Our expectations about the decades of the 1940s,
2000s and 2010s were less definite than for the other
decades largely because we have greater difficulty
characterizing the prevailing gender norms of the
times. Our difficulty with the 1940s is that, with the
benefit of historical hindsight, we think of it as a decade
in which the norms of its first half--when women were
being drawn into the workplace during World War II—
and the norms of the second—when they were being
asked to return to traditional roles in the home—were
very different. On the other hand, the norms of both
halves of the 1940 s were relatively clear and, so, given our
suggestion that in times when gender roles are reasonably
clear, more female characters will be presented in children’s
book, we might expect reasonably high female visibility
throughout the decade. Still, given the divided nature of
the decade in terms of the dominant norms, we would
expect less stereotyping of female characters in the 1940s
than occurred in either of the surrounding decades—the
1930s and 1950s—but perhaps more stereotyping than
occurred in the books of the 1960s.
Historical hindsight is less useful for the 2000s and
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almost entirely useless for the current decade, the 2010s.
There is certainly some evidence that the march towards
gender equality continued apace after the 1990s. The
percentage of the US Congress that is female, for example,
has almost doubled since 2000 (Manning & Burdick
2019). On the other hand, progress has notably stalled
on some fronts. The female labor force participation
rate, for instance, dropped from 61% in 2000 to 57.5%
in 2016 (Black, Schanzenbach, & Breitweiser 2017).
Moreover, while the gender segregation of occupations
(i.e., the tendency of many occupations to have workers
who are predominantly one gender or the other)
consistently diminished between 1970 and 2000, it has
undergone essentially no change since 2000 (Kenschaft
& Clark 2016:47-49).
Despite the uncertainty that we feel about the nature
of gender norms of the first two decades of the 21st
century, our general impression has been that they are
ones in which the egalitarianism, that characterized the
1970s, 1980s and 1990s, continued to prevail. Therefore,
we hypothesized female characters in books of the 2000s
and 2010s would be no less visible than they were in
the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s and that there would be no
more stereotyping of female and male characters in those
decades than there had been in the last three decades of
the 20th century.
Methods

We collected data about the recipients of the
Caldecott medal, an award given by the American
Library Association to the most distinguished children’s
picture book of the year. Our population was 82 books,
published from 1937 to 2018 (see Appendix A). The
concepts of interest were female visibility and gender
stereotyping. We measured female visibility using four
indicators: the percentage of books in each decade that
had females characters at all, the percentage of books
in each decade with a central female character, and the
percentage of human single-gender illustrations that
depict girls or women, and the percentage of singlegender non-human (usually animal) illustrations that
depict females. We tended to give greatest emphasis to
the second of these indicators, the percentage of books
in with central female characters, when comparing
female visibility across the nine decades, though all
indicators informed our overall impression of female
visibility.
We measured gender stereotyping in terms of traits
that have been seen traditionally as either stereotypically
3
One example of an egalitarian gender norm might be that girls feminine or masculine. We relied on Davis’ (1984) set
and women and boys and men should share domestic work.
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of variables for dealing with 14 gender-related traits decade, based on the prevailing gender norms of the
(see Appendix B for variable definitions). Adjectives decade. We present our results, decade by decade.
that we associated with the stereotypically feminine
were: dependent, cooperative, submissive, creative, The 1930s
imitative, nurturant, and emotional. Adjectives we
saw as stereotypically masculine were: independent,
The first three Caldecott medalists, the only ones
competitive, directive, persistent, explorative, aggressive, published during the 1930s, were published in 1937,
and active. We assessed as many as two characters per 1938 and 1939. These were the only winners of the
book: the major female character, if there was one, and 1930s. Consequently, we hesitate to make too much
the major male character, if there was one.
of the results for this decade. Those results, however,
Four of us individually coded each book, to ensure are consistent with our expectations that, because
inter-rater reliability. We then compared our findings gender norms during the Depression decade favored
and created a final evaluation by utilizing a majority men working outside the home and women staying
rules method. If three or four of us independently inside those homes, female characters would be highly
decided that a character possessed a trait, we accorded visible, compared to other decades, and be portrayed
this trait to that character. If three or four decided that stereotypically.
a character did not have a trait, we decided the trait was
Table 1 shows that all three winners had female
not present. If there was a tie (with two of us seeing a characters and two of the three (67%) had central female
trait and two not seeing it), we assigned a missing value characters. We also judge that the female characters
to the relevant character and that character was deleted of the 1930s were presented very stereotypically.
in analysis of that trait. Finally, we made comparisons Table 2A shows that females were portrayed as more
within the decades about the presence of traits among dependent, creative, imitative and emotional than
female and male characters. Because there were never male characters, while male characters were more
more than 10 (and, in the case of the 1930s, only three) independent, competitive, directive, persistent and
books examined in individual decades, and because active than females (i.e., differences are consistent with
we were examining the whole population of Caldecott the view that gendered behaviors were stereotypical on
winners, not a sample of them, we did not calculate nine of the 14 traits examined) (see Table 2A). Two
the statistical significance of percentage differences. of the three Medal winners (Fish and Lathrop’s [1937]
As a result, we interpreted the differences we did find Animals of the Bible: A Picture Book and the D‘Aulaire’s
as theoretically suggestive rather than as definitive. [1939] Abraham Lincoln) may have reflected a desire
We decided that percentage differences characterizing on the part of the Caldecott committee to reach back
female and male characters in a decade were indeed to American and Western stories and myths during the
“different” only if they could not be explained by tumultuous Depression years, but they were also so long
differences in the number of males and females, alone. that they could hardly have omitted female characters.
Thus, if five of nine (55%) of females had a trait and The other winner, Handforth’s (1938) Mei Li, focused
five of 10 (50%) of males did, we did not count this as on a surprisingly active female and, by itself, accounts
a difference because the disparity could have been due for the two instances of reverse stereotyping4 found
to differences in the numbers of females and males. among the 1930s books.
If, however, four of nine (44%) of females had a trait
and six of 10 (60%) of males did, we did count this as The 1940s
a “real” difference because this difference is not simply
a reflection of the difference in the number of females
The early 1940s involved a period when women were
and males.
actively recruited into the workforce (think; Rosie the
Riveter), a direct result of World War II. The late 1940s
Results
were a time, however, when women were encouraged to
get back into the home, while men returned from the
As we had expected, our analysis provided almost war and were encouraged to become “breadwinners”
no support for the view that Caldecotts winners again. 1940s Caldecott winners ranked as one of the
presented female characters ever more visibly and non- highest in female character visibility (see Table 1) and
stereotypically over time. We observed much more
4
support for the view that there was local variation by Mei Lei, a spirited young girl, intent on testing limits, was neither
particularly cooperative nor nurturant.
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Table 2B suggests that during this time period
stereotyping characters by their gender dropped by
a great deal. Female characters still appeared to be
nurturant (100% of the female central characters
exhibited nurturance, compared to only 22% of males).
Male characters were also more active than female
characters (100% of male characters versus 33% female
characters). Regarding dependence, however, we found
an interesting reversal: only 20% of the central female
characters were portrayed as dependent, while 60% of
the male characters had this characteristic. Baboushka,
from Baboushka and the Three Kings by Ruth Robbins
(1960), was both independent and active. This character
did not have the stereotypical dependence that
tradition associated with females. In fact, Baboushka,
like the three kings with whom she shares the book’s
title, pursues a search for the newborn baby, Jesus.
She, however, does her search alone. Consequently,
we found that female and male characters the 1960s
evinced as little stereotyped behavior as they did in any
other decade. This was an unexpected finding and one
about which we will say more in our Conclusion.
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one of the lowest in gender-stereotyping (see Table 2A).
Males and females were deemed equally persistent,
a trait that is most often associated with males. Both
Many Moons (1943) and Make Way for Ducklings (1941)
feature very persistent and directive female characters
(Lenore and Mrs. Mallard, respectively). We see male
characters (like Mr. Mallard, the King and Juan) take on
more female-associated traits, such as dependence and
nurturance, in Make Way for Ducklings (1941), Many
Moons (1943) and Song of the Swallows (1949).
The 1950s
The Cold War began soon after the end of World War
II and at the end of the 1940s. Marriage rates skyrocketed
during this decade and traditional gender roles were
strongly encouraged through the media and even
through anti-communist propaganda. The Caldecott
winners of the 1950s reflected these gender norms,
presenting characters with gender-stereotyped traits that
were the equal of those in the 1930s (see Table 2B). This
decade’s winners also had one of the highest numbers
of central female characters and female illustrations
(see Table 1). Female characters in Cinderella (1954)
and Nine Days to Christmas (1959) were portrayed as
nurturant and dependent. The intrinsic tensions of late
1950’s gender norms laid the foundation for the 2nd
wave of feminism in the 1960s. Could this be the reason
why some female characters near the end of the 1950s
are found to be more independent than those of the
first half? The daughter in McCloskey’s (1957) Time of
Wonder is both persistent and explorative as she looks
into the natural world around Penobscot Bay, Maine.

1970s

We expected that the award-winning books of the
1970s would contain more visible female characters
than the 1960s books. We also expected the 1970s
books to present female characters in less stereotypical
ways than, say, the books of the 1930s and 1950s did.
We found support for both of these hypotheses. The
results show, for example, that 100% of the 1970s books
portrayed a female character and 60% of them had a
central female character (see Table 1). There was less
1960s
stereotyping than we found in books of the 1930s or the
1950s. Male characters tended to be more submissive
nd
The 1960s brought with them the rise of the 2
and more creative than female characters (see Table 2C).
Wave Women’s movement, a movement that stirred In the book The Funny Little Woman by Arlene Mosel
great controversy about how women and men should (1972), the little woman shows great independence and
act, and we believed that authors would have a more persistence, following a dumpling (yes, a small ball of
difficult time deciding what the roles for the female dough), and consequently runs into the Oni monsters,
characters should take on. We thought this might mean from whom she escapes through brilliant planning and
that authors would tend to leave female characters out surprising energy.
of their books due to these conflicts. And we found this
to be true.
1980s
Although 80% of the books did have at least one
female character present, only 30% of the books had a
The Caldecott award recipients from the 1980s show
central female character (see Table 1). Females appeared a moderate amount of female visibility. As Table 1
in 14% of the human single-gendered illustrations and shows, females are depicted in 24% of the total singlein only four percent of the non-human single-gendered gendered human illustrations. This result is largely due
illustrations.
to the book Lan Po Po: A Red-Riding Hood Story from
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China. The only human characters in Lan Po Po are its books had a major female character. And, as Table
three sisters who make up 100% of the book’s single- 2D suggests, these female characters were tied with
gendered human illustrations. Fifty percent of the 1980s those in the 1960s for being the least stereotyped. They
were slightly less competitive, more dependent and less
books have a main female character.
Regarding gender stereotyping, the Caldecotts from directive than their male counterparts. But on all 11
the 1980s again evince less stereotyping than winners other characteristics examined their presentation was
of the 1930s and 1950s; the differences between female either not stereotyped or reverse-stereotyped, at least
and male characters being in the stereotyped direction in comparison with the male characters presented in
on seven traits, as opposed to nine traits in the 1930s winners of the 2000s (see Table 2D).
The only reason that females do not appear in a higher
and 1950s (see Table 2C). Still, this is a relatively high
number of stereotyped differences for the post-1960s percentage of single-gender human pictures (only 16%)
period. And Una from Saint George and the Dragon in this decade’s winners is because of the presence of
exhibits eight stereotypical traits including dependence Selznick’s (2007) graphic novel, The Invention of Hugo
and nurturance, even though other female characters, Cabret, on this decade’s list of winners. The 65 images
such as Judy from Jumanji, show few (four) stereotypical in this book show only males, mainly Hugo. But the 11
traits and more reverse-stereotypical traits such as images that show only a female (Isabelle) depict her as
a very independent, explorative and active girl. In this
independence and persistence.
regard, Isabelle is typical of other female characters in
this decade’s winners.
1990s
Female visibility in the 1990s Caldecott winners was
similar to that of the 1980s winners, so much so that
we ranked them together. Table 1 shows that there was
an increase in the prevalence of female characters from
80% in the 1980s to 90% in the 1990s. However, the
prevalence of main female characters decreased from
50% in the 1980s to 40% in the 1990s.
Some of the 1990s winners had a significant number
female single-gender illustrations. In Mirette on the
High Wire, 10 out of 14 single-gendered illustrations
were female. Other books had fewer, but most (six of 10
of the books) had at least some single-gendered female
illustrations.
The female characters from the 1990s’ books were
slightly less stereotyped than those in the 1980s. We
noted only six of the 14 traits about which we observed
female and male differences. The differences in these
two decades agreed with stereotyped expectations (see
Table 2D). Mama in Bunting’s (1994) Smoky Night, is
perhaps the least stereotyped female character from
the decade. She is portrayed as thoughtfully directive,
non-imitative, and independent as she protects her son
Daniel from the ravages of a Los Angeles riot. However,
protecting her son is an indication of her profoundly
nurturing character.

2010s

Tables 1 and 2E provide evidence that the 2010s
winners exhibited slightly more female visibility than
those of any decade since the 1970s but also slightly
more stereotyping than those of any decade since the
1980s. Fifty five percent of the books had a major female
character and differences on seven of the behavioral
traits in our stereotyped direction suggest moderate
gender stereotyping.
Closer inspection of the data makes the visibility
of female characters in this decade stand out. The
percentage of single-gender human images that are
female (41%) is second only to that of the 1950s (65%).
The percentage of single-gender non-human images
(100%) is only matched by the 1990s.
And even the 2010’s modest record on stereotyping
is complicated. While the award winners of the 2010s
do apparently exhibit stereotyping on seven behavioral
traits, there is only a substantial difference between male
and female characters on one of these (persistence).
Moreover, once one gets into the 2010s books, a reader
sees that what may appear stereotyped in terms of our
coding rules might actually be much more ambiguous
in fact. Thus, for example, we observed and coded
Basquiat’s mother in Javaka Steptoe’s (2016) Radiant
Child: The Story of Young Artist Jean-Michel Basquiat
2000s
as profoundly nurturing of the young artist’s skills both
We found that the 2000s’ Caldecotts ranked near the because of her artistic instruction and the model of her
middle of the nine decades examined here in terms of own art. However, this character is also a mother whose
female-character visibility. As Table 1 shows, 50% of inner turmoil requires that she be taken away from
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than males in American society because of their relative
absence in these books.
By contrast, the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s were the
decades in which the visibility of female characters was
greatest in the population of Caldecott winners, with the
1950s perhaps being the decade in which they enjoyed
the greatest visibility. The 1950s was the only decade
when the images of female characters constituted a
majority of the human single-gendered illustrations.
The “Ozzie and Harriet” decade gave cover to authors,
publishers and award-givers to depict female characters
liberally—as long as the female characters were
portrayed in a particular way, which, as we also showed,
they were. The same sort of “cover” was provided by
the gender Zeitgeist of the 1930s. There were no Ozzies
and Harriets modeling behavior then, but there were
directive Wizards (of Oz) and Dorothys, dreaming
of home. Government and business propaganda
films, often shown as trailers before the main event,
kept women (and men) clearly informed of what was
expected of them during the 1940s, even though those
expectations changed radically as men returned from
the battles of World War II.
Every decade since the 1960s has yielded Caldecott
Medalists in which female characters were more visible
than they were in the 1960s; but no decade produced
winners in which females were more visible than they
were in the 1930s, 1940s or 1950s. We had wondered
whether Medalists of the 2000s and 2010s would be
more visible than they had been in the 1960s, since we
were unsure that gender norms were any more settled,
especially in the 2010s, than they were in the 1960s.
Apparently, authors, publishers and American Library
Association award-givers did not feel particularly
inhibited about the creation, publication and awarding
of books with female characters in these decades.
We speculate that the reason that female visibility in
Caldecotts has not re-achieved its levels of the 1930s
through the 1950s, however, reflects continuing
ambiguity about appropriate gender behavior. Although
this ambiguity was perhaps most confusing in the 1960s,
it may not have completely dissipated yet. Egalitarian
norms have penetrated most social arenas, but they
do not yet enjoy the consensus that traditional gender
norms did in the 1950s in many of these arenas yet.
In general, we expected that the degree to which male
and female characters were stereotyped would also
vary with the degree of consensus about gender norms
in the larger society. We found less support for this
“stereotyping” hypothesis than we did for our “visibility”
hypothesis, although we found a good deal of support
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Basquiat’s home to get help—and, therefore, in a sense,
she ends up deserting him.
CONCLUSION
Children’s books have been shown to affect the
acquisition and enactment of gender stereotypes among
young children (e.g., Ashton 1983; Scott & FeldmanSummers 1979; Jennings 1975; Karniol & Gal-Disegni
2009). Caldecott Medal books, because of their prestige,
sales and circulation (Clark 1992), are among the books
most likely read to young children, and so deserve close
attention.
We examined all 82 of the picture books that had
been awarded the Caldecott Medal by the American
Library Association between 1938 and 2019. Largely
because of the possibility of the “symbolic annihilation”
(e.g., McCabe et al. 2011) of female characters, we were
as interested in the degree to which females were visible
in these books as we were in the degree to which they
were stereotyped. We thought it possible that there
might have been a steady improvement, by feminist
standards, over time: one towards increased female
visibility and decreased stereotyping. Instead, we found
an ebb and flow in the visibility and stereotyping of
female characters in these books. We speculate that in
large measure, this ebb and flow is dependent on the
dominant societal views about appropriate gendered
behavior in each decade.
Before we began our research, we had speculated
that the visibility of female characters in Caldecott
Medal winners would depend on the degree to which
there was relatively little societal controversy about how
women and men should behave. Our data support this
hypothesis. Thus, the decade in which there was perhaps
the greatest tension over gender roles, the 1960s—the
decade in which the 2nd wave of feminism was bursting
onto the American cultural scene—is the decade in
which we found the lowest visibility of female character,
by almost every measure we use here. For example, only
30 percent of the 1960s Caldecott winners had a central
female character, whereas 70 percent of 1950s winners
did. The finding about low female visibility in 1960s
children’s books is consistent with results reported by
Weitzman et al. (1972) and McCabe et al. (2011) and is
now affirmed by data about (likely) the most influential
children’s books of the decade—the Caldecott Medalists.
There was not quite a “symbolic annihilation” of female
characters during this decade, but a young female
reader of this decade’s Medalist winners might well have
gotten the impression that females were less important
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for it as well. As one might expect, given the hypothesis, the Three Kings, a traditional Russian Christmas story,
the 1930s and the 1950s were the decades in which the had outsized influence on our findings. Babouschka is
most stereotyping was found in the behavior of female an elderly Russian peasant who, like the three kings of
and male characters. There was less stereotyping of more conventional Christmas stories, goes off in search
gendered characters in the 1940s, a finding consistent of the baby Jesus. A more persistent, explorative, and
with our view that this was a decade in which strong, independent female character is hardly imaginable.
but opposing, signals were given to women about
The Caldecott Medalists of the 1960s, perhaps
appropriate work-related behavior outside the home at particularly because of their surprising evidence of
different times.
reverse stereotyping, stand as an object lesson about
Intermediate levels of stereotyping of gendered the limitations of our study. We divided the population
characters were also found in all post-1960s decades, of our units of observation (Caldecott Medalists) into
with one exception. Again, these intermediate levels are nine groups by decade of publication. The resulting
consistent with a view that, while egalitarian norms were numbers-- at most 10 books per decade, did not allow
more strongly informing Americans’ behavior than they decisive within-decade or between-decade comparisons.
had before, they were still not as pervasive as traditional Thus, one or two books in a decade could have a large
gender norms had been in the 1930s and 1950s. The impact on our findings. All our conclusions, then, must
one exception among the post-1960s decades was in the remain more tentative than we would have liked.
2000s, a decade in which stereotyping among Caldecott
Nonetheless, our research does suggest that the nature
characters was very low indeed. This finding would be of a period’s gender norms can have a large impact on
consistent with a view that egalitarian gender norms both the visibility of female characters and the degree
were as pervasive during the 2000s as they’d been during to which they are presented in stereotypical ways in
the period studied here. Even in this decade, however, Caldecott award-winning books. When gender norms
major male characters were more notably achieving are well agreed upon, whether or not they suggest that
than major female characters. Thus, all the of the U. men and women should behave differently or in similar
S. Presidents mentioned in St. George’s book (2000), So ways, female characters in these children’s picture books
You Want to Be President, achieved more celebrity than seem to become more visible than they are when gender
did Isabelle in Selznick’s book (2007), The Invention of norms are widely disputed. However, to the degree that
Hugo Cabret. And, after all, the titular invention was there is agreement upon gender norms, female (and
Hugo’s, not Isabelle’s.
male) characters are likely to exhibit behaviors that
The most surprising deviation from our “stereotyping” conform to those norms.
hypothesis occurred in books of the 1960s. This was
the decade in which we expected to see low female References
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Table 1. Books Containing Female Visibility by Decade
			 1930s

1940s

1950s

1960s

1970s

1980s

1990s

2000s

2010s

Percentage with
female characters

100%

90%

89%

80%

100%

80%

90%

80%

78%

Percentage with
central female
character

67%

70%

70%

30%

60%

50%

40%

50%

55%

Human Singlegender illustration
Percentage that are
Female		

26%

37%

65%

14%

26%

24%

23%

16%

41%

Non-human
single-gender
illustrations

33%

5%

8%

4%

0%

0%

100%

53%

100%

10

10

Total Number
of books

		
				

								
3
10
10
10
10
10

9
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Table 2A. Comparison of Female and Male Character Traits by Decade: 1930s and 1940s
(Numbers Represent Percentage of Characters with Relevant Trait)
1930s Caldecott Winners		
Female		
Male			

1940s Caldecott Winners
Female
Male

Character Traits
Dependent

100		

0 S			

67		

75 T

Independent

50		

100 S			

67		

100 S

Cooperative

0		

100 R					

67		

83 T

Competitive

0		

100 S		

		

0		

0T

Directive

0		

100 S				

33		

20 R

Submissive

0		

		

0		

20 R

Persistent

50		

100 S				

60		

60 T

Explorative

100		

100 T					

17		

80 S

Creative

50		

0 S				

40		

20 S

Imitative

50

0 S			

		

0		

0T

100 R					

67		

67 T

0		

33 S

Nurturant

0		

Aggressive

0

0 T			

0 T			

Emotional

50		

0 S				

40		

25 S

Active		

50		

100 S				

33		

83 S

Note: In the nine Male columns in Tables 2A-E, the code “S” indicates a stereotypical difference between
female and male characters on the character trait; The code “T” indicates an essential tie on the character
trait; The code “R” indicates a reverse-stereotypical difference on the character trait.		
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Table 2B. Comparison of Female and Male Character Traits by Decade: 1950s and 1960s
(Numbers Represent Percentage of Characters with Relevant Trait)
		
		

1950s Caldecott Winners
Female		
Male

1960s Caldecott Winners
Female
Male

Dependent

83			

20			

Independent

80			100 S			80			89 T

		

Character Traits

Cooperative
Competitive		

100			
14		

40 S			

60 R

100 T			

60			

80 R

33 S			

0			

10 S

Directive		 17			 60 S			25			 50 S
Submissive		
Persistent

67			

60 T			

100			

83 R			

0
75			

25 R
88 T

Explorative		 57			 67 T			40			50 T
Creative		
Imitative
Nurturant		
Aggressive

50			

0 S			

17			

57 R

0			

0 T			

0			

0T

100			

22 S

0			

0T

33			

38 T

33		

100 S

67			
0			

Emotional		

75			

Active			

86		

40 S		
17 S			
50 S		
100 S		

Note: In the nine Male columns in Tables 2A-E, the code “S” indicates a stereotypical difference between female
and male characters on the character trait; The code “T” indicates an essential tie on the character trait; The
code “R” indicates a reverse-stereotypical difference on the character trait.
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Table 2C. Comparison of Female and Male Character Traits by Decade: 1970s and 1980s
(Numbers Represent Percentage of Characters with Relevant Trait)
		
		
				

1970s Caldecott Winners
Female
Male

1980s Caldecott Winners
Female
Male

Character Traits
Dependent		

60			

67 T			

50			

Independent		

80			

86 T			

60		

Cooperative		

50			

75 R		

Competitive

29 S
100 R

100			

88 S

0			

13 S			

0			

25 S

Directive		

50			

57 T			

75			

43 R

Submissive		

17			

33 R			

40			

29 S

Persistent		

60			

86 S			

80			

88 T

Explorative		

40			

63 S			

75			

72 T

Creative		

67			

88 R			

50			

55 T

0			

0 T			

20			

0S

40			

29 S			

50			

38 S

0			

13 S			

20			

22 T

Emotional		

40			

25 S			

25			

56 R

Active			

80			

86 T		

100			

86 R

Imitative
Nurturant		
Aggressive

Note: In the nine Male columns in Tables 2A-E, the code “S” indicates a stereotypical difference between female
and male characters on the character trait; The code “T” indicates an essential tie on the character trait; The
code “R” indicates a reverse-stereotypical difference on the character trait.		
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Table 2D. Comparison of Female and Male Character Traits by Decade: 1990s and 2000s
(Numbers Represent Percentage of Characters with Relevant Trait)
		
		
				

1990s Caldecott Winners			
Female		
Male				

2000s Caldecott Winners
Female
Male

Character Traits
Dependent

40			

38 T				

100			

33 S

Independent 		

100			

88 R				

100			

100 T

Cooperative 		

100		

100 T			

67			

63 T

0			

0 T			

0			

11 S

Directive		

25			

29 T			

0			

57 S

Submissive		

25			

11 S			

0			

0T

Persistent		

20		

100 S			

60			

75 T

Explorative		

20			

33 S		

		

100			

75 R

0			

67 R		

		

100			

71 S

0			

11 R

20			

20 T

0			

0T

Competitive

Creative
Imitative		
Nurturant

		

Aggressive

40			
100			
0			

0 S			
71 S				
0 T			

Emotional		

75			

50 S				

33			

25 T

Active			

75			

78 T				

100			

86 R

Note: In the nine Male columns in Tables 2A-E, the code “S” indicates a stereotypical difference between female
and male characters on the character trait; The code “T” indicates an essential tie on the character trait; The
code “R” indicates a reverse-stereotypical difference on the character trait.		
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Table 2E. Comparison of Female and Male Character Traits by Decade: 2010s
(Numbers Represent Percentage of Characters with Relevant Trait)
		
		

		
		

2010s Caldecott Winners				
Female
Male

Character Traits
Dependent		

75		

50 S						

Independent		

83		

100 S						

100		

83 S						

Cooperative
Competitive		

14		

Directive		

0		

20 T		
14 S						

Submissive		 20			 0 S						
Persistent		

25		

85 S						

Explorative		

67		

50 R						

Creative		

20		

33 						

Imitative		

0		

0 T						

Nurturant		

86		

67 S						

Aggressive		

0		

0 T						

Emotional		

50		

60 T			

100		

100 S			

Active

Note: In the nine Male columns in Tables 2A-E, the code “S” indicates a stereotypical difference between female
and male characters on the character trait; The code “T” indicates an essential tie on the character trait; The
code “R” indicates a reverse-stereotypical difference on the character trait.		

Ebbs and Flows in the Feminist Presentation of Female Characters among Caldecott Award-Winning Picture Books for Children

APPENDIX A. Caldecott Medal Winners Organized by Decade and Year Published
Decade
Year
Published Published

Book Title

Author

Publisher

1930s

1937
1938
1939

Animals of the Bible
Mei Li
Abraham Lincoln

J. B. Lippincott & Co.
Doubleday and Company
Doubleday and Company

1940s

1940

Robert McCloskey

The Viking Press

1942

They Were Strong and
Good
Make Way for
Ducklings
The Little House

Dorothy P. Lathrop
Thomas Handforth
Ingri & Edgar Parin
d’Aulaire
Robert Lawson

Virginia Lee Burton

1943

Many Moons

James Thurber

1944
1945

Prayer for a Child
The Rooster Crows

1946

The Little Island

1947

White Snow, Bright
Snow
The Big Snow
Song of the Swallows
The Egg Tree
Finders Keepers

Rachel Field
Maud & Miska
Petersham
Margaret Wise Brown &
Leonard Weisgard
Alvin Tresset

Houghton Mifflin
Company
Harcourt, Brace &
Company
The Macmillan Company
The Macmillan Company

1941

1950s

1948
1949
1950
1951
1952
1953
1954
1955

1960s

1956
1957
1958
1959
1960
1961
1962

The Viking Press

Doubleday and Company

Lothrop, Lee & Shepard
Books
Berta & Elmer Hader
The Macmillan Company
Leo Politi
Charles Scribner’s Sons
Katherine Milhous
Charles Scribner’s Sons
Will & Nicolas
Harcourt, Brace &
Company
The Biggest Bear
Lynd Ward
Houghton Mifflin
Company
Madeline’s Rescue
Ludwig van Bemelmans The Viking Press
Cinderella
Marcia Brown & Charles Charles Scribner’s Sons
Perrault
Frog Went A-Courtin’
John Langstaff
Harcourt, Brace &
Company
A Tree is Nice
Janice Udry
Harper Collins
Time of Wonder
Robert McCloskey
The Viking Press
Chanicleer and the Fox Barbara Cooney
Thomas Crowell Company
Nine Days to Christmas Maria Hall Ets
The Viking Press
Baboushka and the
Ruth Robbins
Parnassus Press
Three Kings
Once a Mouse
Marcia Brown
Charles Scribner’s Sons
The Snowy Day
Ezra Jack Keats
The Viking Press
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1963
1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969
1970s

1970
1971
1972
1973
1974
1975
1976
1977
1978

1980s

1979
1980
1981
1982
1983
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989

Where the Wild Things
Are
May I Bring a Friend?
Always Room for One
More
Sam, Bangs &
Moonshine
Drummer Hoff
The Fool of the World
and the Flying Ship
Sylvester and the Magic
Pebble
A Story, A Story
One Fine Day
The Funny Little
Woman
Duffy and the Devil
Arrow to the Sun
Why Mosquitoes Buzz
in People’s Ears
Ashanti to Zulu:
African Traditions
Noah’s Ark
The Girl Who Loved
Wild Horses
Ox-Cart Man
Fables
Jumanji

19

Maurice Sendak

Harper Collins

Beatrice Schenk de
Regniers
Sorche Nic Leodhas

Atheneum Books

Evaline Ness

Holt, Reinhart & Company

Barbara Emberly
Arthur Ransome

Simon & Schuster
Farrar, Straus & Giroux

William Steig

Simon & Schuster

Gail E. Haley
Nonny Hogrogian
Arlene Mosel

Atheneum Books
The Macmillan Company
E. P. Dutton Company

Holt, Reinhart & Company

Harve & Margot Zemach Farrar, Straus & Giroux
Gerald McDermott
The Viking Press
Verna Aardema
Dial Press
Margaret Musgrove

Dial Press

Peter Spier
Paul Goble

Doubleday and Company
Bradbury Press

Donald Hall
Arnold Lobel
Chris Van Allsburg

The Viking Press
Little, Brown & Company
Houghton Mifflin
Company
Charles Scribner’s Sons
The Viking Press

Shadow
The Glorious Flight:
Across the Channel
with Louis Bleriot
Saint George and the
Dragon
The Polar Express

Marcia Brown
Alice & Martin
Provensen

Hey, Al
Owl Moon
Song and Dance Man
Lon Po Po: A RedRiding Hood Story
from China

Arthur Yorinks
Jane Yolen
Karen Ackerman
Ed Young

Margaret Hodges

Little, Brown & Company

Chris Van Allsburg

Houghton Mifflin
Company
Farrar, Straus & Giroux
Philomel Books
Alfred A. Knopf
Philomel Books
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1990s

1990

Black and White

David Macaulay

1991
1992

David Wiesner
Emily Arnold McCully

1993

Tuesday
Mirette on the High
Wire
Grandfather’s Journey

1994

Smoky Night

Eve Bunting

1995

Officer Buckle and
Gloria
Golem
Rapunzel
Snowflake Bentley

Peggy Rathmann

1996
1997
1998
1999
2000s

2000

Houghton Mifflin
Company
Harcourt, Brace &
Company
G. P. Putnam’s Sons

David Wisniewski
Clarion Books
Paul O. Zelinsky
Dutton Children’s Books
Jacqueline Briggs Martin Houghton Mifflin
Company
Simms Taback
The Viking Press
Judith St. George

Philomel Books

David Wiesner
Eric Rohmann
Mordicai Gerstein

Clarion Books
Roaring Brook Press
Roaring Brook Press

Kevin Henkes
Norton Juster

Greenwillow Books
Michael di Capua Books/
Hyperion Books

Flotsam
The Invention of Hugo
Cabret
The House in the Night

David Wiesner
Brian Selznick

Clarion Books
Scholastic Press

Susan Marie Swanson

2009
2010

The Lion & the Mouse
A Sick Day for Amos
McGee

Jerry Pinkney
Philip C. Stead

Houghton Mifflin
Company
Little, Brown & Company
Roaring Brook Press

2011
2012
2013

A Ball for Daisy
This is Not My Hat
Locomotive

Chris Raschka
Jon Klassen
Brian Floca

Schwartz & Wade Books
Candlewick Press
Atheneum Books

2014

The Adventures
of Beekle: The
Unimaginary Friend

Dan Santat

Little, Brown & Company

2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008

2010s

Joseph Had a Little
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APPENDIX B: Behavioral Definitions5
Dependent: seeking or relying on others for help, protection, or reassurance; maintaining close proximity to
others.
Independent: self-initiated and self-contained behavior, autonomous functioning, resistance to externally
imposed constraints.
Cooperative: working together or in a joint effort toward a common goal, complementary division of labor in a
given activity.
Competitive: striving against another in an activity or game for a particular goal, position, reward; desire to be
first, best, winner.
Directive: guiding, leading, impelling others toward an action or goal; controlling behaviors of others.
Submissive: yielding to the direction of others; deference to wishes of others.
Persistent: maintenance of goal-directed activity despite obstacles, setbacks, or adverse conditions.
Explorative: seeking knowledge or information through careful examination or investigation; inquisitive and
curious.
Creative: producing novel idea or product; unique solution to a problem; engaging in fantasy or imaginative
play.
Imitative: duplicating, mimicking, or modeling behavior (activity or verbalization) of others.
Nurturant: giving physical or emotional aid, support, or comfort to another; demonstrating affection or
compassion for another.
Aggressive: physically or emotionally hurting someone; verbal aggression; destroying property.
Emotional: affective display of feelings; manifestation of pleasure, fear, anger, sorrow, and so on via laughing,
cowering, crying, frowning, violent outbursts, and so on.
Active: gross motor (large muscle) physical activity, work, and play.
5

These behavioral definitions are from Davis, A. 1984. “Sex-Differentiated Behaviors in Nonsexist Picture Books.” Sex Roles. 11:1-15.
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Creative Destruction and Cultural Lag in the Digital Age
By
George Ritzer and Piergiorgio Degli Esposti
Abstract:
Recently, there has been renewed interest in the two ideas of “creative destruction” and “cultural lag” both
brought together in this article to analyze cutting-edge changes in the digital world, especially as they relate to
consumption. Several studies have documented that we are increasingly living in a hybridized environment of
swiftly evolving devices and technologies. Within this context, cultural lag refers both to the conflict between digital
versus material consumerist developments, as well as to the subsequent delays in social understanding. Creative
destruction describes the introduction of new forms of consumption that eliminate existing ones. However while
all destruction tends to lead to cultural lag, this is especially true in the case of creative destruction. The article will
also suggest at the end that not all destruction, especially, but not exclusively, as it relates to the environment, is
necessarily creative. It can also be mainly, if not exclusively and totally, destructive.
Keywords: cultural lag, creative destruction, digital platforms, consumption
Introduction

or means, of consumption (Ritzer 2010), in which the
authors have most frequently worked in the last few
This article analyzes contemporary digital decades. For example, non-material culture, especially
consumption practices under the lens of cultural lag in the realm of ideas (e.g., “shop until you drop”),
and creative destruction. We are live in an increasingly- continues to lag behind changes in material culture (e.g.,
hybridized environment of swiftly evolving devices and the disastrous environmental effects of the resulting
technologies. Within this context, cultural lag refers to hyper-consumption [Ritzer 2012]). However, the basic
the conflict between digital versus material consumerist argument to be made here about cultural lag is that rapid
developments, as well as to the subsequent delays in changes in the non-material digital world are adversely
social understanding; creative destruction instead affecting much of the material world of consumption,
describes the introduction of new forms of consumption especially by “creatively” destroying at least some of it
that eliminate existing ones. Conversely, digital (e.g., many shopping malls [“dead malls”], chains of
technology has come to mimic the behaviors of people, shops, big-box stores).
algorithms not only exemplify contemporary Weberian
rationalization, but a new level of McDonaldized hyper- Literature Review: The Concepts of Creative
rationality. McDonaldization represent the evolution of Destruction and Cultural Lag
Max Weber rationalization theory and is considered the
process thorough which the principles of the fast-food
The idea, if not the concept, of “creative destruction”
restaurant: efficiency, calculability, predictability and is traceable to early mythology (Rosenberg 1994)
control, are coming to dominate more and more sectors and, more specifically, to theorizing in the 1800s by
of life (Ritzer 2018).
Friedrich Nietzsche (1908/2007) and Werner Sombart
In this article, we focus on the relationship between (Reinert and Reinert 2006:72). However, this concept
creative destruction and cultural lag in the domain of has now come to be closely associated with the work
sociology-- consumption in general, especially sites, of Joseph Schumpeter (1942), who was the first to
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articulate explicitly a version of the concept (1942;
McCraw, 2007). His variant has proven to be the one
that has been the most influential and, over time, it has
become Schumpeter’s most famous idea-- the idea that
is most associated with his work. The idea of creative
destruction has had “legs” and it continues to be
unusually useful.
The less well-known, but nonetheless still important,
concept of “cultural lag” was created by William F.
Ogburn (1922/1964). Most generally, cultural lag
involves a situation in which changes in one aspect of
culture do not keep pace with changes in others. More
specifically, it is usually a situation more accurately
termed “socio-cultural lag” in which changes in nonmaterial culture (e.g. ideas) lag behind changes in
material culture (Brinkman & Brinkman 1997). Culture
can be defined as “the customary beliefs, social forms,
and material traits of a racial, religious, or social group”
(Merriam Webster). Hence, the material component
refers to “traits” such as physical inventions and
conditions, and the non-material component refers
to “customary beliefs” and “social forms.” In other
words, Ogburn argues that technological advancements
precede social understandings and approaches. One
example is the ongoing dispute that warfare is failing
to keep up with the sudden development of weapons
of mass destruction that are capable of destroying a
significant portion of humanity.
Ideas about the desirability of consumption are
lagging behind or, at a minimum, have been slow to
catch up with these changes. Even as more and more
people consume online, they have been unable to fully
understand the nature and magnitude of the changes
taking place in the “means of consumption” (e.g.
shopping malls), especially in the “new”, non-material
(digital) means of consumption (e.g., Amazon.com;
Ritzer 2010), as well as the even greater changes in
store for the means of consumption in the not-toodistant future. In other words, thinking about, ideas on,
and even behavior toward, the means of consumption
lag behind these dramatic changes. As a result of this
disparity, people’s understanding of the latter changes
and their implications for them and their lives is
lagging behind changes in those material realities. It
is a bewildering time, especially for those consumers
who are not “digital natives” and continue to consume
in dying consumption sites such as shopping malls and
department stores (Bennett, Maton & Kervin 2008).
But, the more important cultural lag in this realm
is the failure to understand the degree to which, or
even whether, consumption is adversely affecting the
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environment. For example, a recent UN report (Flavelle
2019) indicates that climate change threatens the
world‘s food supply and its fisheries and breadbaskets
by reducing land and water resources, as well as food
supplies of all sorts.
Within its name, the term “cultural lag” implies a
lack of efficiency, which imagines mismatched “cogs”
of variables preventing the “machine” of culture from
functioning properly. This phenomenon is framed as
unwanted, unnatural, and perhaps destructive. The
negative lens through which Ogburn seems to portray
the concept was perhaps informed by his existence in an
era of increasing rationalization, in which efficiency is a
standard rather than a goal.
This paper aims to emphasize the existence of cultural
lag in contemporary society, deemed the “Digital
Age,” in which the virtual world is increasingly being
merged with the physical. Certainly, the technological
advancements in the present age have revolutionized
communication, but society has historically faced
and overcome the issues of usage, induction, and
organization around each new invention and its
associated dimensions.
Nevertheless, there appears to be a significant lag
between the hyper-changes that have been taking
place in digital consumption sites (e.g., Amazon.com;
Pinterest) and the rise of hot new ones (e.g., Poshmark
where people can buy and sell new and used clothing,
shoes, etc.) and the much slower changes in bricks-andmortar consumption sites. It is clearly easier to create
or to change digital sites; material sites, because of their
materiality, are more difficult and time-consuming
to create and to change. However, the increasing
augmentation of the digital and the material worlds
(e.g. Amazon’s Whole Foods chain of supermarkets; its
AmazonGo, a chain of brick-and-mortar convenience
stores) suggests that the lag will decline over time. For
example, Amazon.com can clearly institute changes
online (in prices, for example) as well as in its Whole
Food markets than that chain of markets could when
it was an independent entity of bricks-and Foods
supermarkets. Cultural lag, or at least this example of
cultural lag, would disappear when and if the bricksand-mortar businesses and the digital fully augment
one another.
Beyond the lag between the material and the digital
worlds, knowledge and understanding of these worlds,
especially their interrelationship, trails far behind the
changes taking place in and between them. It is one
thing to keep track of changes in the material world
(e.g., the opening or closing of a nearby bricks-and-
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mortar shop or mall), but it is quite another to do so in
the much more rapidly changing and ephemeral digital
world, to say nothing of one where the two augment
one another. Changes in the material world are difficult
enough to follow (the rapidity and regularity with which
bricks-and-mortar shops and even chains now open
and close), but people’s knowledge and understanding
are likely to be even more challenged by changes in the
digital world as well as in these two worlds and their
interrelationship.
The digital realm is undeniably distinct from its
technological ancestors. Serviced by a variety of general
and specialized platforms, it embodies and expands
upon benefits introduced by preceding inventions,
introducing drastic changes through the manipulation
of dimensions such as time, distance, and volume.
Video messaging allows for instantaneous, nearly faceto-face interaction regardless of geographic distance.
Information has become weightless, with vast amounts
of data stored in a borderless digital realm to be retrieved
by anyone with access. Even smart devices, especially
portable smartphones, are a significant departure from
their grounded predecessor, the desktop.
Moreover, digital technology is beginning to imitate,
even exceed, human behavior. Algorithms, beyond
their exemplification as contemporary pinnacles of
rationalization, analyze and embody the data collected
in a new form of McDonaldized hyper-rationality.
Ironically, unpredictable human decisions have become
so predictable that digital technology now reflects the
irrational human behavior it had previously attempted
to eliminate. Artificial intelligence often portrays a stark
caricature of humanity, such as the social humanoid
robot Sophia, who can portray at least 60 different facial
expressions. The juxtaposition of the dehumanized robot
programmed with human behavior is understandably
unnerving and disorienting for many individuals, and
this new technology results in a societal struggle to
comprehend humanity’s own philosophical value.
There are, of course, major generational differences
in the ability to keep up with and understand these
changes. For example, tech-savvy young people (i.e.,
“digital natives”) may be quite comfortable with the
rapid-fire changes on and of digital consumption sites.
The lag in their case might well be that they don’t
bother to keep up with changes in the material world of
consumption because they spend little or no time in it.
They may be oblivious to, and unmoved by, for example,
the demise of shopping malls since they do most, if not
all, of their shopping online on sites like Amazon.com.
Shopping malls- often now dead or dying- are part of
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an old economy that is fast being supplanted by digital
malls of one kind or another. Why bother to learn about
new bricks-and-mortar malls or shops when everything
is available online and increasingly deliverable in a
day, or less, in some places? (We sometimes joke that
Amazon.com’s goal is to deliver things the day before
they are ordered.) With all of the information we
provide to them about us, is it not difficult to imagine
that in the near-future Amazon will be able to anticipate
our needs on the basis of our search behavior and, then,
fulfill those needs before we express them. In fact, they
already accomplish this through the application of
big data collected from prior searches, orders, etc. in
order to suggest new goods and services we ought to
purchase. The degree to which they will be able to do
that increasingly accurately will lead consumers to have
even less need to venture very far from the computer.
However, older people are either minimally
knowledgeable about the digital world or are more-orless excluded entirely from it. In itself, that is a kind of
cultural lag. They may not be just suffering the effects
of cultural lag, but they may be immersed in a different,
older, culture that has little or no relationship to the
cutting-edge digital culture of today. This suggests a very
different kind of cultural lag where people are stymied
in dealing with a newer culture because they continue
to be rooted in an older one. This indicates a deeper,
broader, and more all-encompassing cultural lag than
is usually suggested by that term. That is, people can,
indeed are likely to, lag on a variety of cultural fronts
rather than one or a few of those fronts.
In terms of the preceding discussion of creative
destruction, there is, for example, a lag between material
changes in cities that rely on tourism and are thereby
drawn to the expansion of Airbnb, as well as all of the
changes associated with it, and people’s understanding
of those changes and their implications. For example,
those who are eager to make their dwellings available
to Airbnb are well-aware of what they stand to
gain economically, but not necessarily aware of the
changes in their community and/or the often-negative
implications for them. For example, they may well not
be aware of the changes that are likely to be wrought in
the local community they have known which may well
be decimated by the expansion of global, Disneyized
and McDonaldized sites of all sorts.
Creative Destruction and Digital Consumption
Platforms
Schumpeter’s concept of creative destruction has
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proven especially useful in thinking about innumerable
historical developments such as the ways in which the
creation of the automobile industry contributed to the
destruction of the horse-and-buggy industry. More
recent examples include the destruction of the typewriter
industry by one that produced the computer and its
associated hardware and software. Most importantly
for our purposes, creative destruction continues to be
quite useful in analyzing some of the most recent, and
even the yet-to-fully emerge, economic developments.
In terms of the latter, in the offing is the destruction
of at least part of the industry responsible for today’s
cars and trucks (as well as truck- and taxi-drivers) by
the creation of new, or dramatically altered, industries
involved in producing self-driving vehicles, as well as
their various components. Then there is the destruction
of the traditional news media, especially newspapers,
and their replacement by an array of digital news
platforms (Schlesinger & Doyle 2015).
We now live in the midst of a new and particularly
powerful phase of creative destruction, one that
involves a rapid evolution of digital technology, swift
proliferation of new digitally-based organizations, and
the following destruction of various business sectors and
their enterprises rooted in the material world. Examples
include the destruction of many different kinds of shops
and businesses in the United States by Amazon.com,
walmart.com, and eBay. Elsewhere in the world similar
destruction is being wrought by, for example, Alibaba.
com. However, not all materially based businesses are
in jeopardy. For example, McDonald’s and other fast
food chains are safe, at least until a way is developed to
deliver food digitally.
Beyond the role played by the expansive giants
such as Amazon.com, narrower internet sites are
destroying, or threatening to destroy, a nearly endless
array of small businesses. Examples include the
decimation of accounting firms by turbotax, law firms
by RocketLawyer, insurance agencies by esurance.
com, banks and loan companies by lending tree.com,
pharmacies by healthwarehouse.com, and a large part
of the taxicab industry by ride-sharing companies such
as Uber, Lyft and Didi Chuxing.
In contemporary society, digital processes and
technologies are generally thought of as intrinsic
and also beneficial, especially as they innovate or reenvision daily proceedings. At the surface level, the
digital era adds value to the navigation of life through
consumerism, from shopping for essentials to booking
accommodation for a vacation. The physical space is
becoming increasingly intertwined with the digital, and
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this trend simultaneously perpetuates and is perpetuated
by the digital offerings of companies. Changes in digital
technologies have also informed the structures and
business models of companies. Either by choice to
develop a new service as in the case of many tech startups, or by being compelled to remain competitive as is
the case for conventional brick-and-mortar businesses.
Companies of all types have come to integrate varying
levels of digital technology.
However, the focus here will be mainly on the creative
destruction being wrought by the rise of the so-called
sharing economy (Sundararajan 2016). Major examples
include home-sharing companies such as Airbnb (as
well as HomeAway and others), as well as ride-sharing
companies. Airbnb poses a profound threat to the hotel/
motel industry, at least in the long run. There will be
casualties in that industry in the coming years, although
home-sharing companies are unlikely to destroy it, at
least any time soon. However, Airbnb poses a much
bigger threat to those communities in which the homes
it has on offer are proliferating. (As we will discuss
below, such a larger threat is not unique to the present
moment.) A recent essay gave Barcelona, Spain and
Bologna, Italy as two examples of cities threatened in
various ways by the proliferation of “home-sharing”, but
many other cities are similarly-endangered and others
will certainly be threatened in the future (Mead 2019).
Among the threats posed by Airbnb, or associated with
it, are the decline in affordable housing, the demise of
local businesses in the face of the proliferation of global
chains such as McDonald’s and Starbucks, and, more
generally, the loss of local ambience.
From the perspective of Schumpeter’s thinking, this
can be seen as yet another of the “perennial gales” that
are at the essence of capitalism. In his view, capitalism
is not, cannot be, a static economic system. It, or at least
its major components, must change in various ways.
If capitalism did not change, it would die. Among
the gales are the instances of creative destruction that
mark capitalism’s most dynamic periods. The current
epoch of creative destruction, especially in the realm of
consumption, has the basic earmarks of all such phases.
What is new here is that the major gales in the past have
occurred in the realm of production, but while they
continue to occur there (e.g. of autonomous vehicles),
the most important changes, at least in the United
States, are occurring in the realm of consumption.
These gales emanate from within the economic
system itself. They are not changes brought about
by non-economic external forces (e.g., population
growth), although more sociological factors such as
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climate change caused by human action can lead- and
are leading- to major economic changes. However, they
are not the prime movers of such changes. While new
technologies are at the base of many recent (and past)
economic changes, these changes are being brought into
existence and deployed within the economic system
by capitalist enterprises and by the entrepreneurs who
create and lead them. As a result of these changes, new
economic forms (e.g., home-sharing, ride-sharing)
are pitted against older forms (hotel chains, fleets of
taxicabs) with the possibility, even the likelihood, that
the new forms will win out and, in the process, greatly
modify, if not obliterate, older alternatives.
Creative destruction is not a change that is minor,
quantitative, or incremental in nature. Rather, it
involves major, qualitative and revolutionary changes.
As Schumpeter (1911/2007:64) famously put it: “Add
successively as many mail coaches as you please, you
will never get a railway thereby”. Translating that into
the terms of this essay, adding more hotels/motels to a
chain, or creating new chains of hotels/motels, does not
qualify as a revolutionary development in that domain.
The qualitative change that is the revolution in that
domain involves Airbnb (and similar companies) and
the expansion and centralization of the renting out of
people’s homes to vacationers (mostly) for short periods
of time via the internet. Similarly, it is the use, through
ride-sharing (again made possible by the internet), of
people’s private cars for public transportation that is
revolutionizing such transportation. Such changes are
not linear or orderly as would be the case by simply
adding more hotels or taxis to the existing stock of each.
Rather, at least in their domains, home- and ride- sharing
are revolutionary changes. Further, these revolutions,
these creative developments, serve to litter the economic
landscape with the debris of economic destruction.
In terms of this discussion, that debris is likely to be
taxicabs, taxi drivers (many of whom already drive, at
least part of the time, for companies like Uber), and taxi
companies. For example, because of the dramatic rise of
ride-sharing in New York City, taxi owner/drivers there
have been decimated by the catastrophic decline in
value of the medallions they were required to purchase
at their peak value and whose prices have since tanked.
Similarly threatened by Airbnb are at least some hotels/
motels, their larger chains, as well as those who work in,
and provide services to and for them.
Schumpeter credits Marx (as well as Werner
Sombart) with a similar set of ideas. Most notably, Marx
argued that the world-changing character of capitalism
is captured by the phrase “all that is solid melts into

air” (Marx & Engels 1848/1969:38). Marshall Berman
(1982:99) is even stronger on this in contending that
capitalism’s concrete achievements (such as the steel,
automobile and computer industries, but of greatest
relevance to this discussion, hotel/motel chains and
fleets of taxicabs) “are made to be broken tomorrow,
smashed or shredded or pulverized or dissolved, so they
can be recycled or replaced next week, and the whole
process can go on again and again, hopefully forever,
in ever more profitable forms.” (A question for another
day: What will succeed Airbnb and Uber? While the
successors are not yet in sight, what is clear is that there
will be successors and that they, too, will be supplanted.)
Schumpeter argued that creative destruction occurred
in clusters. That does seem to be the case with Airbnb
and Uber as key parts of a larger cluster where people’s
own resources are being used to generate income and, at
least potentially, profits for those who possess them, but
especially for the corporations that make possible their
wide-scale use. Beyond the use of their automobiles and
houses, the use of one’s own resources to generate income
for them also involves the use of home computers to
produce for Amazon’s “Mechanical Turk” (as well as the
technology- 3-D printers- of additive manufacturing).
All of this is traceable largely to the existence and
utilization of computer platforms by the companies
involved. This process laid its roots on prosumerism-the phenomenon in which prosumers consume what
they produce and/or produce what they consume.
Digital technologies and Web 2.0 have enhanced the
opportunities of prosumption and contemporary digital
platforms are mostly fueled by prosumer’s activity. The
centrality of those platforms is at the heart of what has
come to be known as “platform capitalism” (Srnicek,
2017). It is those platforms that allow the companies
involved to manage, for example, an enormous number
of cars and houses, tasks (and much else), as well as the
burgeoning number of requests for them.
Overall, to Schumpeter, creative destruction-- the
incessant destruction of the old by the new, is the
essential fact of capitalism; it is what gives capitalism its
dynamism. Because of that, the system is to be allowed
to operate on its own; the government (or any external
force) should not intervene in this process. In a variant
of “survival of the fittest”, older, less effective, forms are
to be left to die away, while newer, more effective, forms
are to be permitted to flourish. The old must be allowed
(forced) to make way for the new. Schumpeter clearly
believes in capitalism, sees it as a desirable system, and
views creative destruction as a positive process leading
to progress in that system. There are, however, threats
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to continuing creative destruction, especially the
rationalization process (to be dealt with below).
While Schumpeter recognized the destructive aspects
of creative destruction, he focused on its constructive
aspects. In terms of the latter, Schumpeter believed that
the ever-present threat of creative destruction serves to
keep those entrepreneurs who run existing businesses
on their toes and being innovative in order to try (often
vainly) to stay ahead of new developments.
Given the broad strokes of Schumpeter’s theory of
creative destruction, what can we say about the present
moment defined by Uber, Airbnb, and other new
platform-based businesses? For one thing, they serve to
shift the focus in discussing creative destruction from
production, industry, especially manufacturing, to the
realm of consumption. This makes sense since, at least
in the United States and other developed countries, the
economy is no longer dominated by manufacturing,
but is now led by consumption and consumptionoriented industries and businesses such as Amazon.
com and Wal-Mart. Uber, Airbnb and the others
mentioned (especially Amazon) are in the business of
expediting and earning profits from consumption; they
manufacture little or nothing! However, one significant
instance of a recent development is the collection of
user behavior and preferences by digital platforms such
as Amazon, generating massive amounts of data (“big
data”) that are then processed by algorithms and, in turn,
applied to the creation and modification of products
and services (Dawar 2016). Platform-based companies
often utilize these data as a marketing tool to promote
user experience through services like recommendation
engines or personalized advertising, which become
competitive advantages when received positively. Even
though the focus has shifted to an economic domain
not considered by Schumpeter, the theory of creative
destruction seems to apply beautifully.
For another, these developments point to a broader
issue underplayed, or ignored, by Schumpeter. That
is, while creative destruction occurs within the
economy, what is overlooked by Schumpeter, given
his determination to stay focused on it, is the larger
impact, especially the destruction taking place in the
larger society. Clearly, the economy is not a separate
institution, but is intertwined with most, if not all, of the
other social institutions, as well as the rest of society. So,
creative destruction in the economy will, necessarily,
lead to destruction (and construction) in the larger
society, as well as in a variety of social institutions.
There are many historical and contemporary examples
of this including the hollowing out of cities in New
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England with the demise of the textile industry and,
more recently, the decline of rust belt cities in the
Midwest where steel and automobile manufacturing
were centered. These changes, in turn, radically affected
such social institutions as the family (disrupted by, for
example, unemployment and the need to accept lowerpaying jobs), education (decline associated with, for
example, the hollowing out of cities and the decline in
the tax base), and politics (the shift to the right by those
hurt by economic decline [Metzl 2019]).
With this as background, we focus on Airbnb,
especially the destruction it has wrought on the larger
society.
Analysis: The Cases of Airbnb and Uber
Airbnb is expanding its listings dramatically,
especially in some of the world’s most desirable cities
(and many other locales). Two cases in point are
Barcelona, Spain and Bologna, Italy, although the list
could be greatly extended since many more locales are
being, and will be, profoundly affected as time goes
by. Short-term, largely vacation, rentals offered by
Airbnb and HomeAway, etc., have clearly brought more
tourists to these cities and greatly expanded the amount
of money spent there by them. While this has been
welcomed by these cities and many of their businesses,
it is having a destructive effect on the larger community
that threatens the well-being of those cities and its
full-time residents (Schumpeter tended to ignore the
negative effects of creative destruction given his focus
on its positive effects). Among them are:
• Tourist attractions such as Gaudi’s Park Guell in
Barcelona are choked by an ever-larger numbers
of tourists. In order to keep the number of visitors
down, the park added an entrance fee in 2019.
• The “touristification” of the city is being brought
about not just by Airbnb, but other forces such
as growing popularity and importance of budget
airlines. As a result, the cities are drawing massive
numbers of tourists and, in the process, driving
away many locals and the small businesses that
cater to them. Such cities have begun to feel
like theme parks (“Disneyification” [Bryman
1999]) offering generic events such as pub
crawls, as well as shops, products and restaurants
(“McDonaldization” [Ritzer 2019]) that are parts
of chains not indigenous to the area.
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• The “feel” of the city is being altered in many
other ways, especially for those who reside there.
There are fewer locals, as well as local businesses,
in the most desirable areas. These areas tend to
increasingly feel less like the local neighborhoods
they once were.

with it destruction in all of the realms touched by Uber
(and Airbnb).
Beyond this kind of expansion, Airbnb and Uber are
expanding into ever-more areas of the world. In this, and
other forms of expansion, they are driven by capitalism’s
need to expand or die. A static company will see its
stock prices punished in stock markets which reward
ever-increasing business and, especially, profits. In their
drive to increase business and profits in the long-run,
these businesses often incur major losses in the short
term. In this (and many other things), the model is
Amazon which has become a trillion-dollar company
after years of deep losses. For its part, Uber lost almost
$2 billion in 2018 and it is on target to greatly exceed
that amount in 2019.
Schumpeter accorded great importance to
entrepreneurs, “the Carusos of big business” (McCraw
2007:72). Most generally, they possess the ability to see
how things can be done differently, especially by creating
new combinations of existing resources, materials
and means of production. For example, Henry Ford
was able to improve dramatically the manufacture of
automobiles (and much else) by adapting the assemblyline and its methods that he witnessed in the slaughter
houses of his day to the production of automobiles.
To Schumpeter, entrepreneurs like Ford were heroic
figures. He saw them as unique individuals capable
of seeing and doing things others were not able to see
or do. Their enemy was the rationalization process.
Schumpeter knew and was influenced by Weber and his
theory of rationalization. However, while Weber had
a broad theory of rationalization, Schumpeter focused
more narrowly on the rationalization of the capitalist
system. He saw this process as threatening the heroic (in
Weber’s terms, charismatic) entrepreneurs. Opposing
entrepreneurs and their highly idiosyncratic actions are
depersonalized (as opposed to personalized) actions;
actions that are automatic rather than carefully thought
out; actions taken by teams, committees and bureaus
rather than by individuals. These developments sounded
the death knell for entrepreneurs (similar to Weber’s
“routinization of charisma”) and the entrepreneur’s
distinctive ability to be creative.
Also threatening the entrepreneur was what
Schumpeter called the “capitalist engine”. That engine
is always on, moving forward, and in the process
producing that which was new. This reified capitalist
engine constitutes another kind of threat to the freewheeling entrepreneur. The emphasis is on the capitalist
system and not the capitalist entrepreneur. Standardized
and bureaucratized innovation (if it can be called that) is

• Residential neighborhoods are treated to the
sounds of arriving and departing tourists, as well
as to late night bar-hopping and parties in rented
apartments. Bars and restaurants that cater to
tourists have proliferated in those areas.
• Those neighborhoods are often transformed
so that they no longer reflect the local culture,
but rather represent one that is “generically
cosmopolitan” (with the de rigueur Starbucks, or
one of its clones). This is another factor contributing
to the homogenization of those areas.
• Apartment buildings have been transformed
into something that more resembles a hotel.
Apartments have been subdivided into several
different rooms, each a separate rental. As is true
elsewhere (e.g. New York City), there is little sign
of the regular inhabitants of those buildings (if
they still live there).
• In the most desirable areas, rents have been driven
up as owners sell properties to those interested in
taking advantage of the boom in short-term rentals
in those areas. Fewer long-term rental properties
for locals often translate into higher rents charged
for those properties still available as rentals. With
many buildings committed in whole or in part to
tourist rentals, the housing stock available to locals
tends to decline.
The reach of Airbnb and Uber, among others, has
already extended beyond their original domains
(housing, ride service). They, especially Uber, are
branching out with the result that their impact, and
the destruction (and creation) they bring in their wake,
will expand exponentially. For example, Uber started
is restaurant delivery service, Uber Eats, in 2014. This
has since expanded into Uber Everything based on
the idea that beyond restaurant meals Uber is able to
deliver many other goods and services. Uber has also
moved into freight delivery with Uber Freight. It is also
exploring what can be done with autonomous vehicles
and e-bikes (Isaac 2019). All of this creativity will bring

George Ritzer and Piergiorgio Degli Esposti
displacing the actions of the innovative entrepreneur. In
other words, innovation is being routinized; the creative
actor is being replaced by the system. The creative
entrepreneur remains important in start-ups (not long
ago, Airbnb and Uber were start-ups and entrepreneurs
played key roles in their creation and initial history), but
once they become giant enterprises, there is little room
for the entrepreneur and more generally for creativity.
Such enterprises are good at generating growth, but not
at innovating and in bringing about real change.
However, this is certainly not true of all such
entrepreneurs and the start-up enterprises they create.
One already infamous recent example is the debacle
of an enterprise, Theranos, and its creator, Elizabeth
Holmes (Carreyrou 2018). Holmes conned many
people (investors, famous supporters) into believing
that rather than drawing one or more vials of blood
from veins in the conventional way, she had invented
a way of doing a wide array of blood tests from a tiny
amount of blood derived from a mere finger prick. At
one point, Theranos was valued at $9 billion but after
the scandal broke, its value dropped to zero. Holmes is
to be tried for fraud in 2020.
As mature organizations, Airbnb, Uber and the
like will continue to grow, but the danger to them will
come from the possibility that they will be less and less
innovative. Among other things, that means that new,
more innovative competitors will arise and perhaps
threaten their current hegemony in one way or another.
However, in the short run, those organizations and
others like them will continue to revolutionize tourism,
transportation, and much else.

29

process. For example, the creation of new consumption
sites can lag behind the demise of older consumption
sites. However, in the case of creative destruction, the
creativity associated with it can also cause cultural lag.
That is, the creation of, for example, new consumption
sites can, like their destruction, lead to cultural lag. For
example, such sites may not catch on initially; it might
take consumers time to discover and to begin to use the
new sites.
The creation of online shopping sites creates cultural
lag in at least two senses. First, material consumption
sites lag behind these new sites. They are likely to try
to find ways to try to catch up, but it is increasingly
likely that they will be unable to do so. Eventually, many
will far so far behind that they undergo a fatal spiral
into oblivion (Sears and the numerous “dead malls”
are good examples). Second, peoples’ consumption
behavior may lag behind these changes and many will
stick with the older consumption sites even though they
are increasingly obsolete (Sears continues to function in
many places even though it is but a shadow of its former
self). They will do so for various reasons including lack
of knowledge of the new consumption sites, inability to
use the new ones because of inability to access them,
unfamiliarity with new technologies, or because of
allegiance to the older ones.
Just as creative destruction can cause cultural lag,
the latter can cause the former. For example, peoples’
knowledge of and familiarity with new consumption
sites may lag behind the development of those
technologies. New technologies may founder or die
because of this lag. They may die even before they
have a chance to succeed. However, consistent with the
DISCUSSION: Creative Destruction as a Cause of theory of creative destruction, the premature death of
Cultural Lag and Cultural Lag as a Cause of Creative such new technologies is likely to set the stage for the
Destruction
development of newer and better technologies. At the
minimum, they would create the ground for better ways
All destruction is likely to cause cultural lag, but this of communicating the advantages of the new technology
is especially true of creative destruction. Destruction, in to potential users.
this case in the realm of consumption, is likely to lead
to cultural lag in the economy, as well as in other social CONCLUSIONS
institutions. For example, the creation of new, successful
brands is likely to lag behind the destruction, or at
As we stated previously, a key characteristic of
least the decline, of brands that were at one time well- the digital realm is its near-elimination of time as a
known and very popular. Similarly, the creation of new variable. The expansive, malleable essence of digital
consumption sites is apt to lag behind the destruction space allows for the creation and rewriting of platforms
of older, no longer popular or viable, consumption sites. with impressive speed; new platforms are born and
However, creative destruction is a much more speedily rise to economic success, leaving their outdated
powerful cause of cultural lag than destruction competitors in the dust. Conversely, because of their
without a creative component. This is because creative physical nature, brick-and-mortar sites are much more
destruction, unlike destruction alone, is a double-edged difficult and time-consuming to change in response
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to market advancements, much less to create. Beyond
its profitability to companies, speed is also valued by
the consumers of digital platforms. Users become
accustomed to the new standard of speed that takes
place on platforms in which processes are performed
in less than a second, and thus develop higher
demands for greater speed, content, and consumption.
Ultimately, these demands can never be fulfilled by the
comparatively sluggish progress of physical sites and
that will consequently speed their demise.
The destruction caused by cultural lag may have little
or no creativity associated with it- it may simply be
destructive. Climate change is a major and a dangerous
example of this. The changes being wrought on the
environment may destroy forests, farmland (through
soil loss and degradation) and, ultimately regions of
the world and people. Climate change will also have a
negative effect on the world’s oceans and seafood supply
if counteractions are not taken. These changes could
further fuel mass migration and the social problems
associated with it.
Of course, these changes could also lead to creative
responses such as increasing the productivity of land,
eating less, especially meat (especially in affluent parts
of the world), and eating more plant-based foods such
as the Impossible Burger and other non-meat products
from companies such as the company Beyond Meat.
From an environmentalist perspective, positive benefits
of eating less meat include improvement in health
conditions and lifestyles and also decreases in harmful
gas emissions and pollution. On the other hand,
economists might point out massive unemployment
as a side effect for those working in the meat industry,
especially low-income workers who are most easily laid
off although they may need the money the most.
The transformation from a meat-based to a vegetarian
one may also be driven by a hyper-rational push through
considerations of sustainability, a topic currently
deliberated over for its imminence and what it suggests
about the future of humankind. If vegetarianism were
to be adopted globally by 2050, it is predicted that the
world will experience approximately seven million fewer
deaths per year, with veganism raising the number of
lives saved to eight million. Moreover, livestock produce
large amounts of methane; with the removal of red meat
from the market, food-related emissions would drop by
60% (Springann 2019). In the context of this article, a
question arises: Are we culturally prepared to change
our lifestyle to such a degree?
However, such changes are unlikely to occur fast
enough, and to be wide scale enough, to save many

forests, much farmland, many seafood habitats
and, ultimately, peoples’ lives. Conversely, digital
technology has come to mimic the behaviors of people.
Algorithms not only exemplify contemporary Weberian
rationalization, but also a new level of McDonaldized
hyper-rationality, with a shape more and more similar
to those of digital platforms such as Amazon or AirBnB.
References
Backhaus, Jürgen & Wolfgang Drechsler. “Friedrich
Nietzsche (1844-1900): Economy and Society.” The
European Heritage in Economics and the Social
Sciences. Switzerland: Springer, 2006.
Berman, Marshall. All That Is Solid Melts into Air
the Experience of Modernity. Middlesex: Penguin
Books, 1982.
Bennett, Sue, Karl Maton & Lisa Kervin. “The Digital
Natives Debate: A Critical Review of The Evidence.”
British Journal of Educational Technology. 2008.
Bryman, Alan. “The Disneyization of Society.” The
Sociological Review. 1999. 47:25-47. doi:10.1111/1467954X.00161.
Dean, Paul and George Ritzer. “Globalization.” The
Wiley-Blackwell Companion to Sociology, New
York: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012.
Degli-Esposti, Piergiorgio. Being a Prosumer in the
Digital Society: Production and Consumption
between Atoms and Bits. Milano: Publishing House
Franco Angeli, 2015.
___________, C. Riva & F. Setiffi. Sociologua dei
Consumi. Torino: UTET, 2019.
Flavelle, Christopher. “Climate Change Threatens the
World’s Food Supply, United Nations Warns”. https://
www.nytimes.com/2019/08/08/climate/climatechange-food-supply.html. (Retrieved August 8, 2019.)
Fraiberger, Samuel and Arun Sundararajan. “Peer-toPeer Rental Markets in the Sharing Economy.” SSRN
Electronic Journal. January 2015. DOI: 10.2139/
ssrn.2574337.

George Ritzer and Piergiorgio Degli Esposti

31
Freckelton, Ian. “John Carreyrou, Bad Blood: Secrets Ritzer, George. The McDonaldization of Society: Into
and Lies in a Silicon Valley Startup, Picador.”
the Digital Age. Ninth Edition. London: Sage, 2018.
Psychiatry, Psychology and Law. 2018, Vol. 26. DOI:
10.1080/13218719.2019.1647599
Rosenberg, Nathan. Exploring the Black Box: Technology,
Economics, and History. Cambridge: Cambridge
Isaac, Mike. 2019. “How Uber Got Lost: The OnceUniversity Press, 1994.
Swaggering Company is Losing More Money and
Growing More Slowly Than Ever. What Happened?” Schlesinger, Philip & Gillian Doyle. 2015. “From
The New York Times (August 23). https://www.
Organizational Crisis to Multi-Platform Salvation?
nytimes.com/2019/08/23/business/how-uber-gotCreative Destruction and the Recomposition of
lost.html
News Media.” Journalism (April):16, 3. pp. 305–323,
doi: 10.1177/1464884914530223.
Karl, Marx & Friedrich Engels. “The German Ideology,
Part 1.” New York: International Publishers, [1845– Schumpeter, Joseph A. “Capitalism, Socialism, and
1846] 1970.
Democracy”. Illinois: University of Illinois at UrbanaChampaign’s Academy for Entrepreneurial Leadership
McCraw, Thomas K. Prophet of Innovation. Joseph
Historical Research Reference in Entrepreneurship,
Schumpeter and Creative Destruction. Cambridge,
1942.
MA-London, 2007.
Springmann, Marco “Can Diets Be Both Healthy and
Mead Rebecca. 2019. “The Airbnb Invasion of Barcelona.
Sustainable? Solving the Dilemma Between Healthy
In the Tourist-Clogged City, Some Locals See the
Diets versus Sustainable Diets.” Environmental
Service as a Pestilence.” The New Yorker (April).
Nutrition, Elsevier, 2019. pp. 197-227, https://doi.
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2019/04/29/
org/10.1016/b978-0-12-811660-9.00013-8.
the-airbnb-invasion-of-barcelona.
Metzl, Jonathan M. Dying of Whiteness: How the About the Authors: George Ritzer is a Distinguished
Politics of Racial Resentment Is Killing America’s Emeritus Professor at the University of Maryland.
Heartland. New York: Basic Books, 2019.
His work focuses on consumer culture, prosumption,
globalization and McDonaldization. He has received
Nietzsche, Friedrich. Ecce Homo: How to Become several awards for teaching and researching practice.
What You Are. Translated by Duncan Large. Oxford: He is currently writing about blockchains from a
Oxford University Press, 1908-2007.
sociological perspective. His books have been translated
into over twenty languages, with well over a dozen
Reinerta, Hugo and Erik S. Reinertb. Creative Destruction translations of The McDonaldization of Society.
in Economics: Nietzsche, Sombart, Schumpeter.
Cambridge: Cambridge University e Estonia: The Other Piergiorgio Degli Esposti is an associate professor
Canon Foundation, Norway & Tallinn University of at the University of Bologna and one of the founding
Technology, 2006.
members of the Ces.Co.Com Advanced Study Research
Center which specializes in Consumption and
Rey, P.J. & George Ritzer. “The Sociology of Consumption.” Communication. Since 2017 he has been member of the
in Ritzer G. (Ed.). The Wiley Blackwell Companion to “Sociology of Consumption” scientific board within the
Sociology. New York: Wiley Blackwell, 2012.
European Sociological Association. His research focuses
on digital consumer behaviors and prosumption. He is
Ritzer, George. “Focusing on the Prosumer.” Blättel- the author of Being a Prosumer in the Digital Society:
Mink B. & KU. Hellmann. (eds) Prosumer Revisited. Production and Consumption between Atoms and
VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2010. https://doi. Bits (2015) and the co-author (with C. Riva and F.
org/10.1007/978-3-531-91998-0_3.
Setiffi) of Sociologua dei Consumi (2019).
.

In Pursuit of Justice: The Scholar-Activism of Feminist Settlement Workers in the Progressive Era (1890-1920s)

32

In Pursuit of Justice: The Scholar-Activism of Feminist Settlement
Workers in the Progressive Era (1890-1920s)
By
Joyce E. Williams and Vicky M. MacLean

Abstract
In this paper we address the scholar-activism of some Progressive Era (1890-1920s) women who pursued social
justice causes in the U.S. through their work in social settlements. As cases in point we review some of their
participatory research and advocacy for workplace policies and environmental practices to improve the lives
of working women, children, the poor, and immigrants of the period. The scholar-activism of the progressive
era women was characterized by critical feminist pragmatism, standpoint epistemology, multiculturalism, and
interdisciplin-arity as reflected in the social settlement work of Jane Addams, Florence Kelley, Alice Hamilton, and
Mary McDowell among others. The successes of these women can be seen in state and federal labor legislative
reforms, child labor laws, union activities, environmentalism, and increased public consciousness. The scholaractivism of women in the social settlements offers important lessons from the past for social democratic change
today.
Keywords: feminist pragmatism, public feminism, standpoint epistemology, interdisciplinarity, social justice,
environmental justice, workplace justice.
Introduction
With today’s twenty-four hour news, augmented by
social media, we are constantly aware of threats to our
comfort zone and to our sense of justice: democratic
institutions under assault, hate crimes on the increase,
a growing gap between rich and poor, climate change
threatening our planet, health care differentials,
xenophobia, and the voices of sexual assault survivors.
With such a myriad of problems, we often become
impervious to the troubles all around us and we rarely
take time to reflect on our past. Yet there are lessons to
be learned from history—lessons for today and lessons
that fortify our resolve to right wrongs and to continue
to fight for causes in which we believe.
This paper is about a few women who from their
location in Progressive Era settlement houses took
up the fight for just causes and made a difference—in
their time and for posterity. These women left their
mark: in theoretical explanations of social problems; in

new and interdisciplinary methodologies that yielded
facts; in public education; in unionizing workers;
in drafting legislation and securing its passage. We
focus on two interrelated areas of activity that resulted
in improved quality of life in early cities and laid
a foundation for a more just society: labor-related
problems and environmental justice. The women
featured here believed that workers should not have
to risk or shorten their lives to earn a living and that
people should live in safe, non-toxic environments.
We examine some of the research and advocacy of the
period within the framework of four defining themes:
critical feminist pragmatism, standpoint epistemology,
multiculturalism, and interdisciplinarity. We examine
these themes as reflected principally in the work of Jane
Addams, Florence Kelley, Alice Hamilton, and Mary
McDowell. The context of their work was primarily
that of settlement houses, particularly Hull House,
the University of Chicago Settlement, and the Henry
Street and Greenwich Settlements in New York. First,
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the critical pragmatist orientation was rooted in the
lived experience of women and their relations with
their neighbors and other publics in urban settlements
(Deegan 1990; Lengermann & Niebrugge-Brantley 1998;
Williams & MacLean 2015). American pragmatism
defined the scholar-activism of a network of cultural
feminists (most from privileged backgrounds) who
worked to create practical changes rooted in social
democratic principles and public education (Seigfried
1996). These women collectively embraced what they
understood to be humanistic community values while
seeking social, economic, and political equality for
women and other marginalized groups. The settlement
context allowed for the union of theory with action,
fundamental to the shared vision of equality in a social
democracy (Deegan 1990)
Second, the public feminism of this period is
indicative of the early roots of an epistemological
orientation to generating knowledge that gave women
authority as knowers reflected in what we understand
today as “feminist standpoint epistemology” (Hartsock
1983; Collins 1986; Harding 1987; Jaggar 2008). From
the shared standpoint of the privileged and the poor,
the settlement women used a “neighborly relations”
methodology to bridge the gap between the “haves” and
the “have nots” because to do so was mutually beneficial
for settlement workers as well as for the immigrants and
the poor who were their neighbors. Jane Addams of Hull
House was one of the first proponents of the standpoint
perspective in her claim that scholar-advocates can
begin their work from a social location other than the
one they commonly occupy thereby acknowledging
the legitimacy of oppressed or marginalized groups.1
Empower-ing participants to articulate problems that
directly impact their lives and are contextualized and
embodied in the lived experiences of others in their
social locations is key to this perspective. Third, the
public feminism of settlement women was guided by
a commitment to multiculturalism as they worked
with communities of the poor largely comprised
of racial and ethnic minorities, a few emancipated
black families migrating from rural to urban
centers but mostly European immigrants entering
the cities to supply industrial labor. As advocates
for marginalized groups, the settlements welcomed
immigrants for the gifts and insights they brought
to America (Addams [1892]2002:19). While many
settlement leaders fought for racial equality, in keeping
with a pragmatic orientation to change, they conformed
1

For a more complete discussion of standpoint epistemology, see
Harding 2004; and Smith 2004.

33
to the segregated practices of the day by sponsoring
and spinning off separate settlement houses for Blacks.2
Finally, the public feminism of settlement
workers encompassed an interdisciplinarity that
transcended traditional academic boundaries. 3
The solution to urban problems required multiple
sources of knowledge, tools, and strategies. For example,
tackling environmental problems and their social
consequences necessitated the bringing together of
expertise in fields such as industrial hygiene, medicine,
economics, political science, law, sociology, and social
work.
Public feminist settlement workers belonged to
women’s clubs, various commissions and committees,
and were part of a network of writers and lecturers.
Settlement workers left a paper trail that gave voice
to overlooked and unknown populations. They were,
however, criticized for their pragmatist orientation as
some were accused of reinforcing the “separate spheres”
doctrine that required women to conform to traditional
gender divisions (Davis 1984; Sklar 1985; Sarvasy
1992). Alternatively, the women’s shared sphere of
cultural feminism provided a space for garnering and
mobilizing resources among women’s groups, scholar
networks, charities, clubs, and public servants. One of
the best examples of the women’s initiative and political
acumen is in the launching of the Children’s Bureau and
appointment of its first director, Julia Lathrop of Hull
House (Costin 1983; Muncy 1991; Scott 2004). So even
as we see pictures of yesterday’s feminists and wonder
how, dressed in the restrictive attire of their day, they
could have been advocates for radical social change, no
doubt at times adherence to feminine roles worked to
their advantage. As a former Hull House neighbor put
it, “The Hull-House suffragists . . . were ‘rather polite’
in their demeanor and considered it best to remain
‘ladylike’ so as not to offend the men who had the power
to enfranchise them” (Weiner 1991:xvii).
Most settlement women were from middle and
upper-middle class families and among the first
generation of female college graduates. Imbued with
Most settlements provided some activities and services for Blacks
although often segregated. Many of the well-known settlement
leaders such as Jane Addams and Lillian Wald were among those
who founded the NAACP.
2

Although their work penetrated disciplinary boundaries,
settlement workers can be credited with developing an early
American public sociology outside of the traditional academy
(MacLean and Williams 2012, Williams and MacLean 2015).
Ironically, the contemporary call for a return to the publics from
which this tradition originated represents for sociology a coming
full circle to its roots in earlier praxis (Burawoy 2005).
3
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a service ethic and seeking a meaningful life outside
the traditional family roles expected of them, they
left homes of comfort to live among the poor, among
immigrant neighbors on streets reeking with the stench
of garbage, and among teen-age prostitutes and street
urchins. While many began with the idea of sharing
their middle-class life style with the poor, that motive
was soon subsumed by the need to secure a just life
in America for these citizens in progress. Settlement
women were public feminists (Burawoy 2005) on
two levels. Through speeches, writings, and media
activities, the women aimed to educate the public in
general. For example, they educated about the “costs”
to workers who produced the necessary and luxury
items of everyday life in unsafe work environments.
They warned of public risks when home sweaters4
spread infectious diseases in the garments they stitched
and when slaughter house workers spread sickness
through contaminated meats. Locally, feminists
directed their activism to more visible audiences such
as legislators, educators, employers, union leaders, civic
organizations, and workers themselves. There were also
overriding issues to bring to public awareness such as
women’s right to vote and the on-going controversy as
to whether progress for women should be measured
by their equality with men or by “protectionism,” to
accommodate their ascribed family roles (Sarvasy
1992).
At the turn of the 20th century, 19 % of women were
in the workforce. Six percent of workers were children
between the ages of 10 and 15 and younger children
were often uncounted in the home sweating system
(Fisk 2001). Women and girls were typically employed
in retail shops, in domestic service, in canneries, and
in factories where they produced garments, artificial
flowers, and cigars. Young boys typically worked as
“dinner toters,” spinners, messengers, “boot blacks,”
news boys, and water “dogs” in the glass blowing
industry. Understandably then, much of the early
public activism of settlement women was aimed at
alleviating problems embedded in and emanating from
the workplace. Work was the inescapable activity that
touched every individual and every family. Work was
the determinant not only of quality of life but of survival.
The sweating system was used by a number of industries but
especially garment-makers. The system eliminated the cost of
rental space by hiring workers to cut and sew in their living
quarters, crowded, poorly lighted and inadequately ventilated
tenement spaces. Sometimes the entire family worked in the one or
two rooms where they lived. Diseases were often present in such
conditions and were then spread in garments cut and stitched by
the sweaters.
4
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Earning a Living: Workplace Policies and Social
Change
The Hull House neighborhood, the 19th Ward of
Chicago, was largely populated by Southern and Eastern
European immigrants who came to the United States
in search of work and a better life for themselves and
their families. A living wage, however, often required
that an entire family work in order to survive. By
observation and daily interaction with their neighbors,
settlement women were quickly familiarized with
problems associated with earning a living: child labor,
the home sweating system, health hazards in the work
place, lack of a living wage, and unreasonably long
work hours. These problems impacted the quality of
life for settlement neighbors and robbed families of
leisure or shared time. The demands of daily survival
edged out consciousness of, or attention to, the linkage
between the personal troubles in “making ends meet”
and the public issues surrounding work. Settlement
house residents became actively involved in all aspects
of labor-related problems—especially those involving
women and children. They collected data; wrote
articles, pamphlets, and books; gave speeches; and
lobbied for remedial legislation and enforcement.5
Florence Kelley (1859-1932), a resident first of Hull
House and then Henry Street Settlement in New York,
was among those who supported what some viewed
as “protective legislation” for women workers, making
her unpopular with advocates of women’s equality.
Kelley, however, was quick to argue that the conditions
of working men were not such that women should
seek their equal (Sklar, Schuler and Strasser 1998:
84). Kelley recognized the practicality of lobbying for
protective legislation for working women and children
because “It is much easier to find approval by appealing
to the sympathy of the masses [and of legislators] for the
welfare of helpless working women and children than .
. . measures to protect the lives, bodies, and health of
men . . .” (Sklar, Schuler and Strasser 1998:103-104).
Kelley saw “protective” legislation for women as paving
the way for improving working conditions for all. She
was commissioned by the US Bureau of Labor to collect
Hull House resident Sophonisba Breckinridge examined labor
issues for women over time (1933), citing lack of union support
and lack of voting power as “bargaining weaknesses” resulting in
work-place problems and exploitation. Edith Abbott, another Hull
House resident, wrote Women in Industry (1910), concluding,
“The woman of the working classes finds it, so far as her measure
of opportunity goes, very much as her great grandmother left
it” (1910: 323). They advocated for women’s unionization and
enfranchisement.
5
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data on poverty in the city of Chicago and recruited
other Hull House residents to assist in this task. Their
work produced Hull House Maps and Papers (1895)
and, armed with the authority of facts, Kelley set
about educating the public and public officials. She
was joined by Hull House neighbors as well as people
of power and influence in lobbying for legislation to
establish a factory inspection system, limit hours of
women workers, and regulate child labor. Kelley drafted
The Workshop and Factories Act, passed in 1893,
establishing the first factory inspection in the state of
Illinois. Kelley was appointed the first factory inspector
and Hull House resident Alzina Stevens her assistant.
This Act prohibited the employment of children under
age 14 in industry or manufacturing and prohibited
requiring females to work more than eight hours per
day or 48 hours per week. The law kept some children
in school but did nothing to reduce those in jobs such
as cash-carriers, newsboys, or bootblacks who were
“ill-fed, ill-housed, ill-clothed, illiterate, and wholly
untrained for any occupation” (Kelley and Stevens
[1895]2004:55). Jane Addams frequently spoke out on
the evils of child labor, on one occasion admonishing
club women for their blindness to working children
(Addams [1908]2002: 256).
The benefits of the Workshop and Factories
Act were negated when the Supreme Court
of Illinois found it unconstitutional in 1895. 6
The justices reasoned that a person’s labor was
personal property which the individual, under the
14th Amendment, had a right to contract. The same
logic was applied when Alice Hamilton, in researching
workplace poisons, found employers rationalizing that
workers entered the dangerous trades aware of their
risk (Hamilton 1943:4-5). In New York as head of the
National Consumers League (NCL), Florence Kelley
took her campaign nation-wide in an effort to improve
conditions and pay for workers through the triad of
capitalists, labor, and consumers. The NCL had two major
goals: to awaken in the public (particularly women) a
consumer conscience, and to use consumer power to
improve working conditions (Kelley 1899). Acutely
aware of the constraints of a social structure where
capitalists held power, Kelley never failed to educate her
audiences on the need for structural reforms. She was
disdainful of what she called “bourgeoisie philanthropy,”
seeing it as simply propping up an exploitive capitalistic
system (Kelley [1887]1986; Williams & MacLean 2018).
6

In Ritchie v. People the Court ruled that the law imposed
unwarranted restrictions on the right of workers to contract their
labor to an employer (Kelley 1905: 261).
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She aspired to achieve an American brand of socialism
through a process of evolution propelled by human
intervention rather than by revolution. The activities
and strategies of the League can be summed up in
Kelley’s mantra of “investigate, educate, legislate, and
enforce.” Adjudication could also be added because as
Kelley once observed, “Until it has been sustained by the
Supreme Court of the United States, a statute is merely
a trial draft, the enactment of which is but the first step
in its development into valid law” (Kelley 1905:127).7
The NCL was public and vocal in advocating for legislation
protective of workers, particularly women and children.
Kelley used to her advantage the gender-role norms of
the day, arguing that to sacrifice women and children to
oppressive work conditions was to sacrifice the future
of the nation. Men had the power of the vote and
could secure protective legislation for themselves while
women and children had to rely on male protectors.
However, as laws were passed and tested in the courts,
as often as not they were pronounced unconstitutional.8
Kelley followed every decision, looking for an
opportunity to “rescue” the 14th Amendment from
what she called its “perverted application” (Kelley
1905:12; Goldmark 1976:144). When the opportunity
arose, Kelley and colleague Josephine Goldmark (also
a resident of Henry Street settlement), enlisted the
help of well-known and widely respected lawyer, Louis
Brandeis, to argue Muller v. Oregon (1908) before
the Supreme Court. Goldmark and Kelley, along
with volunteers from the NCL and women’s groups,
set to work researching the scientific literature and
contacting various “experts” in order to collect the facts
needed for Brandeis to argue the case successfully.9
As the women advocated for a workers’ minimum
wage, they also argued for a guaranteed wage adequate
to ensure a minimum family income without the
In addition to being trained as a social scientist, Kelley held a law
degree from Northwestern University.
7

In 1898, in Holden v. Hardy, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld a Utah
law limiting the workday of men in mines and smelters. Contrarily,
in 1905 in Lochner v. New York, the Court found unconstitutional
a law limiting work hours for bakers, their decision again based on
the 14th Amendment.
9
His plan was to prepare a “social brief ” documenting the harmful
effects of long work hours on women and their families, thereby on
society at large. Such briefs, used frequently today, are written to
show the social and economic impact of particular laws or practices,
the most famous being that which accompanied Brown v. the Board
of Education in 1954, presenting evidence of the negative effects
of segregation on children. Some scholars identify the Brandeis
brief as the beginning of the field of sociological jurisprudence or
“legal realism,” that is, interpretation of the law in keeping with a
changing society.
8

In Pursuit of Justice: The Scholar-Activism of Feminist Settlement Workers in the Progressive Era (1890-1920s)
necessity of children working. Income research began
in the settlements with the “wage maps” constructed
by Hull House residents (1895). These maps depicted
“family income” as including labor such as house
cleaning, washing, and errand-running by women and
children. One researcher commented, “The theory
that ‘every man supports his own family’ is as idle in
a district like this as the fiction that ‘everyone can get
work if he wants it’” (Holbrook [1895]2004: 21). The
work of Mary Simkhovitch (1867-1951) and residents
of Greenwich House in New York contributed data
in support of a minimum wage or what Simkhovitch
described as “a healthful life with a little margin”
(Simkhovitch 1917:165). Poverty among workers was
well documented in research such as Simkhovitch’s The
City Workers’ World (1917) that provided qualitative
and quantitative descriptions of the “industrial class”
of workers.10 The Greenwich House research helped
turn attention from individual wages and moneymanagement, often a form of victim blaming, to the
exploitive capitalist wage system. The testimonies and
data collected by settlement women played a key role
in the minimum wage legislation but so did the dispute
over protective versus equal legislation for women.
Some argued that if women required protective
legislation, minimum wage laws should not apply, and
a 1923 Supreme Court case affirmed this argument,11
leaving states with protective legislation and equal-pay
minimum wage laws in limbo until federal legislation
more than a decade later.12 In 1938, the president signed
into law the Fair Labor Standards Act establishing the
first nation-wide minimum wage (25 cents per hour)
with requirements for overtime pay. The road leading
to this legislation was circuitous and many attributed
the final achievement to Florence Kelley (who had by
then passed away). Professor Holcombe of Harvard
University wrote, “every statement of the early history of
the minimum wage movement should give her the most
credit” (Goldmark 1976:141). Justice Felix Frankfurter
Other Greenwich House residents published Five Hundred and
Seventy-Four Deserters and their Families (Brandt 1905), WageEarners’ Budgets (More 1907), and Old Age Poverty in Greenwich
Village (Nassau 1915).
10

Adkins v. Children’s Hospital of Washington D.C. overturned the
precedent set by Muller which was rooted in the argument that
women must be protected because they were “mothers of the race,”
thus of special value to society. If this argument prevailed, the
court reasoned, it was at the cost of the 14th Amendment’s “right
to contract”—the backbone of free-enterprise capitalism.
12
For a comprehensive discussion of the issues involved in
protective versus equal work legislation and for the legal arguments
of the right of individuals to contract their labor versus free labor,
see Kessler-Harris (1991: 87-109).
11
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wrote of Kelley that she “had probably the largest single
share in shaping the social history of the United States
during the first thirty years of this century . . . hers was
no doubt a powerful if not decisive role in securing
legislation for the removal of the most glaring abuses of
our hectic industrialization” (Frankfurter 1953:v).
Settlement feminists were friends of labor. The women
viewed unions as the most effective means of improving
wages and working conditions for all and strong unions
as the best means of producing structural changes in the
economic system. Most settlement houses hosted labor
meetings and their leaders helped to organize workers
and arbitrate strikes. Some settlement feminists walked
picket lines with striking workers while others posted
bail for those arrested and raised funds to meet family
necessities during strikes. Mary McDowell of the
University of Chicago Settlement failed in her attempts
to mediate the stock yard strike of 1904 but took her
activism public in speeches and writing as she appealed
for non-violence and a higher standard of living for
workers. However, McDowell later wrote, “The cause of
the unskilled or underpaid is not dead—it will keep on
forcing itself to the surface because it is a live question
that deals with the raising of a standard of living” (Wilson
1928:115).
Henry Street settlement women helped to organize
female garment workers after the New York Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory fire in 1911 that killed 146 workers,
123 of them young girls or women. Lillian Wald,
reported: “women who had never known . . . poverty
or oppression found satisfaction in picketing side
by side with the working girls.” Settlement residents
made bail or paid fines for girls who were arrested
(Wald [1915]1991: 210). Wald and Florence Kelley
testified before the Factory Investigating Commission,
representing workers and emphasizing the need for a
“living wage” and for employers to be held responsible
for worker safety. Wald, along with other settlement
women, traveled to Lawrence, Massachusetts in 1912
to support mill workers. Upon return, she opened the
Henry Street settlement for meetings to educate “the
people of New York who had no link with the working
people” (Wald [1915]1991:279]).
The cities where the earliest settlement houses
were located were destinations for the largest number
of immigrants, the major source of cheap labor but
exploited and unrecognized by decision-makers and
the general public as future citizens. Alice Hamilton
(1869-1970) of Hull House observed that the practice
of many employers vis-a-vis migrant workers was
“pay them as low wages as possible, and then, when
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American ideas began to penetrate and revolt to raise
its head to put it down with force, discharge and
blacklist the troublemakers, and start afresh with a
new lot of immigrants” (Hamilton 1943:5). Because of
such practices, settlements became centers of activism
aimed at protection of immigrants and at securing
social justice for these citizens in progress. Typically,
the settlements had representatives stationed at points
of entry where they offered help to new arrivals.
Settlement workers were particularly sensitive to the
needs of young women or girls to prevent their being
intercepted by unscrupulous persons seeking to lure
them into prostitution or slave labor. Some of the
settlements offered employment assistance and all
conducted research to benefit immigrants. The public
and most officials were interested in the benefits of
immigrants’ labor and in their rapid assimilation to
American, Eurocentric culture. Settlement activists
tended to be more appreciative of diversity, seeking to
preserve immigrant “gifts.” Hull House, for example,
offered programs designed to reverse a division between
immigrant parents and their children by “building a
bridge between European and American experiences”
(Addams [1910]2008:151). Addams observed that
children of immigrants often came to look down on
non-English speaking parents steeped in the ways of
their homelands. She established a Labor Museum at
Hull House designed as “a continuing reconstruction
of experience” for the public as well as for secondgeneration immigrant children. The Museum educated
by displaying “the complicated machinery of the
factory” as having evolved from the simple tools and
skilled labor of first-generation immigrants (Addams
[1910]2008:152). The museum took its place in the
history of Hull House representing but one example of
multiculturalism advanced by settlement women.
Environmental Justice and Places for Unpleasant
Things
Improving the lives of workers was naturally linked
with improving the quality of living. The early cities
grew quickly, with little or no planning, and they were
not healthy; “garbage lined the streets and open privies
abounded” (Sicherman 1991:132). Little thought had
been given to problems of infrastructure, polluted air, or
sanitation facilities. The poor were especially vulnerable
to diseases associated with inadequate housing as
most lived in densely populated, poorly ventilated
tenements. Since the early settlement houses were by
design located in some of the worst and most congested
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areas of cities, health and sanitation were problems for
the middle-class settlement residents as well as for their
neighbors. Settlement women moved in two worlds—
the neighborhoods around the settlements and those of
their families and wealthy benefactors. They were among
the first to call attention to environmental injustices
that resulted in poor people, mostly immigrants,
being dumped on or exposed to hazards through the
actions of more powerful populations, corporations,
or governments. One of the reasons for some early
environmental successes in settlement neighborhoods
is that environmental work was seen as an appropriate
role for women, often referred to by public officials as
“municipal housekeepers.”
Some of the first fights for environmental justice
took place in Chicago. Major stakeholders in Chicago’s
garbage wars “included the Hull House, the city of
Chicago, private waste haulers and dumpers, and the
immigrant ethnic groups constituting the wards and
neighborhoods where dumping was occurring” (Pellow
2004: 22). These stakeholders were in conflict over
simple environmental justice—the distribution of solid
waste in immigrant neighborhoods lacking in power.
Settlement involvement in garbage issues began with
Jane Addams who educated her neighbors as well as
public officials about the consequences of inadequate
garbage collection, one being the very high death rate in
the 19th Ward (Addams [1910]2008:182-184). Because
of her continuing complaints, Addams was appointed
Ward garbage inspector. She formed a garbage patrol
to follow wagons as they rolled through the streets in
route to the dump, making sure that they did not spill
as much garbage as they picked up as was often their
practice. Addams’ “garbage patrols” were a means of
collecting information by first-hand observation and
a tactic of public education as her entourage often
included settlement workers, neighborhood parents,
and children.
Addams greatest contribution to environmental
justice was her ability to connect with individuals and
to boost public consciousness, thereby linking personal
troubles and public issues. She did this in one-to-one
interactions with neighbors and in interactions with
various publics—neighborhood groups, city, state and
federal decision-makers. Addams also championed
environmental justice in her writings and speeches. In
a 1908 speech, she began with the basic and traditional
roles of women—to keep a clean house and care for
the children. However, as Addams noted, “If she lives
in a tenement house, as so many of my neighbors do,
she cannot fulfill these simple obligations by her own
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efforts because she is utterly dependent upon the
city administration for the conditions which render
decent living possible” (Addams [1908] 2002: 252).
Addams enumerated tenement problems requiring
public action: dirty, non-fireproof stairways, city streets
collecting water and garbage, lack of plumbing for
baths and toilets, and insufficient windows for light
and ventilation. A woman who grew up in the Hull
House neighborhood described city streets after heavy
rainfall where, “smelly water would remain for days.”
She remembered also that “some of the young people
erected a sign reading “The Mayor and the Aldermen
are invited to swim here” (Polacheck 1991:30). Addams
educated her neighbors that if they were to keep on
with the business of caring for home and children they
must “have some conscience” regarding public affairs.
Addams effectively linked the personal with the public:
“the individual conscience will respond to the special
challenge and will heed the call . . . as the individual
is able to see the social conditions and intelligently to
understand the larger need” (Addams [1908]2002: 259260).
The work of Dr. Alice Hamilton spanned the
fields of industrial diseases and accidents and public
health associated with environmental poisons.
Gottlieb proclaimed Hamilton as “this country’s first
major urban/industrial environmentalist” (Gottlieb
2003:249). Hamilton observed that industrial diseases
were neglected in the United States in comparison
with Europe because the subject was “tainted with
Socialism or with feminine sentimentality for the
poor” (Hamilton 1943:249). She became interested
in industrial accidents and diseases while living in
Hull House: “coming in contact with laborers and
their wives, I could not fail to hear tales of dangers
that workingmen faced, of cases of carbon-monoxide
gassing in the great steel mills, of painters disabled by
palsy, of pneumonia and rheumatism among the men
in the stockyards” (Hamilton 1943:114). As a physician,
she was interested in treatment but as a researcher she
sought the root cause of a problem, always with the goal
of remediation and prevention. For example, in 1902,
she traced a typhoid epidemic to a sewage overflow and
contaminated water that the city had covered up rather
than correct.
Hamilton’s autobiography details the “shoe-leather
epidemiology” method in all her work: “going straight
to the homes of people about whom I wished to
learn something and talking to them in their own
surroundings. . .” (Hamilton 1943:125). In fact, she
triangulated data from a number of sources. Hospital
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records allowed her to connect specific occupations
with specific illnesses and field visits to plants and home
visits (without regard for race/ethnicity) with workers
provided data on work conditions and exposure to
dangerous substances. The facts collected were used
in writings and speeches for different audiences: the
general public; public officials; fellow scientists; women’s
groups; laborers, their families, and their unions.
In 1910, Hamilton was appointed managing director
of the first Occupational Disease Commission for the
state of Illinois where she became the leading expert
on lead-related diseases in the workplace as well as
their direct consequences for families, communities,
cities, and the public. Hamilton was quick to dispel
the myth that lead poisoning was caused by workers
unwillingness to wash their hands and scrub their nails.
She also found the health impact of lead contamination
to be underreported, often concealed by workers who
feared that complaints would cost them their jobs.
On the other hand, Hamilton refrained from blaming
employers for workers’ diseases or accidents because
in most cases she found them ignorant of the dangers
and receptive to changes once they learned the facts.
Research in the US was non-existent; public officials
and the general public seemed to accept industry’s
explanation that careless workers were responsible
for their diseases. By primary interviews and visits to
factories, she determined that “the men were poisoned
by breathing poisoned air, not by handling their food
with unwashed hands” (Hamilton 1943:121). Apart
from the obvious lead-manufacturing plants, an
immediate problem for Hamilton was the presence of
lead in so many unexpected industries and the fact that
workers who simply handled lead-related products were
at risk. While her Illinois work was underway, Hamilton
attended the International Congress on Occupational
Accidents and Diseases in Brussels and was reminded
again of how advanced Europe was in comparison with
the United States in the prevention and treatment of
industrial diseases (Hamilton 1943:128). Following
the conference, Hamilton was appointed by the US
Commissioner of Labor to conduct a nation-wide survey
focusing on lead and other poisonous trades. Travels for
this assignment took her throughout the country but
her base of operation remained Hull House. She used
a similar methodology to that used in Illinois: factory
visits, hospital records, and interviews. Hamilton did
not just collect data, submit her report, and wait for
Washington to act. She conducted exit interviews with
the heads or managers of plants studied, laying out
findings and recommendations for improving worker
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safety (Hamilton 1943:136).
It was Hamilton’s interest in lead-induced workplace
diseases and her knowledge of the dangers of lead that led
to an expanded interest in environmental issues such as
lead poisoning in substances and materials that families
use on a daily basis. Later, Hamilton lent her voice to the
battle against the use of leaded gasoline in motor vehicles.
With two colleagues, Hamilton wrote one of the earliest
studies on the poisonous effects of Tetra-Ethyl lead
(TEL), with projections into the area of public health.13
As early as 1925, she wrote in favor of regulating the
sale and use of TEL to protect the public and the
environment against “slow, cumulative lead poisoning.”
She declared, “I am not one of those who believes
that the use of this leaded gasoline can ever be made
safe” (Hamilton [1925]1972:99-100). However, it was
not until 1963 that a more environmentally conscious
public and mounting scientific data convinced Congress
to pass the first Clean Air Act, setting in motion the
formation of the Environmental Protection Agency
and, ultimately, the removal of lead from gasoline.14
In 1919, Hamilton was offered a position in industrial
medicine at the all-male Harvard Medical School,
the first woman to receive such an appointment. She
negotiated a contract to teach only one semester a year
so she could continue her hands-on research and return
to Hull House for part of each year. While at Harvard,
Hamilton wrote Industrial Poisons in the United
States (1925), the first text in the field, and Industrial
Toxicology (1934). After retiring from Harvard, she
continued to do research and writing as a medical
consultant to the U. S. Division of Labor Standards.
Hamilton lived to see some of her work vindicated
and used in the passage of significant legislation. The
Occupational Safety and Health Act passed three days
after her death and the Clean Air Act not until 1963.
She has received considerable recognition posthumously
as several organizations now sponsor annual Alice
Hamilton memorial lectures or awards. In a lecture
in her honor, Morton Lippmann paid tribute because
“the virtual elimination of lead in gasoline and food
packaging shows that we have learned one of Dr.
Hamilton’s important lessons. . .the most effective
means of reducing excessive exposures are through
control of the environmental sources” (Lippmann
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1990:1). A commemorative postage stamp was issued
in her honor in 1995. In 2002, the American Chemical
Society placed a plaque in the Jane Addams Museum
honoring Hamilton (ACS https://www.acs.org).
Interestingly, Hamilton attributed much of her success
in research and in legislation to the fact that she was
a woman, “It seemed natural and right that a woman
should put the care of the producing workman ahead
of the value of the thing he was producing; in a man it
would have been (seen as) sentimentality or radicalism”
(1943: 269). Such statements suggest that settlement
feminists, familiar with the sex-role stereotypes of their
day, did not find them entirely contradictory to their
goals as advocates for the disadvantaged. Instead, as
public feminists, women’s humanitarian values were
extolled as more just than equal male-female rights to
labor in an unsafe, unhealthy environment.
Pellow’s history of garbage in Chicago acknowledges
not only the work of Hull House women but also that
of Mary McDowell (1854-1936), head of the University
of Chicago Settlement. McDowell came naturally to
the cause of environmental justice as she lived in one
of the most polluted and unhealthy areas of the city,
the area known as “Packingtown” or “Back of the
Yards,” the noxious stockyards and packing plants.
Chicago was among the dirtiest of cities due in large
part to its meat packing industry—the leading source
of water and land pollution (Pellow 2004:4). McDowell
was an early social justice activist, raising her voice
against environmental injustices endured by European
immigrants in her ward and also speaking out against
violence and discrimination directed at African
Americans (Pellow 2004: 21). Because of the resistance
led by women such as Addams and McDowell, their
neighbors became more socially and economically
conscious and began to voice their own concerns. For
example, McDowell described an appearance at city hall
with a group from her neighborhood, there to request
better garbage disposal. A young lawyer representing
the city began his presentation with the assertion that
“in all great cities there must be a place segregated for
unpleasant things, and of course the people living there
are not very sensitive” (McDowell 1938:1). The people’s
response was laughter and laughter followed his every
statement, rendering the man’s words ineffective.
Of the many issues associated with Mary McDowell
13
Tetraethyl lead, known commercially as Ethyl or TEL, was added and the University of Chicago Settlement, garbage
to gasoline beginning in 1921, marketed as an octane rating booster became their cause celebre, dictated no doubt by location
with an “anti-knock” quality producing higher engine efficiency.
and surroundings. First had come the stockyards, which
14
The phase-out of lead from gasoline was estimated to reduce the
the city rapidly grew toward, with live animals from all
number of children with toxic levels of lead in their blood by 2
over the country. The stockyards drew slaughterhouses
million per year between 1970 and 1987 (Stolark 2016: 2).
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and packing plants, five large ones by 1920. All of garbage whereby “Science . . . can take ugly stuff and
this industry drew workers—eventually more than make it over into that which is useful and beautiful”
30,000, mostly European immigrants—who lived (McDowell 1938:4). She returned to Chicago “primed
nearby in poorly constructed housing. This area where with facts and pictures” that she shared with public
McDowell and her neighbors lived was an unpleasant officials and with “every social group from the esthetic
and unhealthy environment where at one point infant ball room on the North Side to the Chicago Federation
mortality accounted for one in every three babies of Labor in the center of the city” (1938:4). A reporter
born (McDowell 1938:2). Two Hull House researcher- from the Chicago Daily News helped McDowell launch
activists described the area as one with “the suggestion a public campaign for environmental justice (Wilson
of death and disintegration” all around, “the mingled 1928:150). McDowell supporters—women’s groups,
cries of animals awaiting slaughter, the presence of other settlement workers, and settlement neighbors—
uncared-for-waste, the sight of blood, the carcasses became known as garbage experts as they frequently
naked of flesh and skin” (Breckinridge and Abbott appeared at city meetings and were in demand as
1911:434). There were only two paved streets and no speakers throughout the city. They learned to explain
paved sidewalks in Packingtown, an area according to to a variety of audiences the most effective methods
McDowell as set aside for “unpleasant things.”
of garbage disposal: incineration and reduction and
Thanks to the railroads and refrigerated cars, why incineration was recommended for cities the
the meat industry became one of the first forms of size of Chicago. McDowell was well informed on the
monopoly capitalism, with little thought given to the number of tons of garbage generated by Chicagoans.
environmental consequences for workers and their After reporting and making recommendations based
families. Local interests also contributed to and profited on data collected in Europe, McDowell recalled that
from environmental injustice. For example, large clay the city fathers “ignorantly urged economy instead
holes in Packingtown were the result of a brickmaking of sanitation” (McDowell 1938:5). Nothing changed
operation owned by a city alderman who needed the until Illinois women were enfranchised in 1913 and,
holes filled and accomplished this by charging the city armed with facts, tested their new power by demanding
to dump the garbage of almost three million people in scientific disposal of the 172 tons of rubbish and 534
the holes. As McDowell put it, “He got rich and the city tons of garbage generated every day in Chicago. “An
was not troubled” (1938:1). For almost two decades, appropriation of ten thousand dollars was made in ten
McDowell “used the facts of her neighbors’ lives’ to minutes and a commission with two women on it was
better their living condition” (Wilson 1928:145). She appointed,” McDowell being one (1938:5). In Chicago,
used every means at her disposal to create a healthier the power of women’s vote was proven true even
environment in Packingtown, including evoking the guilt of though women were not enfranchised nationwide until
her affluent neighbors in Hyde Park by educating them 1920. Although never just a “woman’s issue,” garbage
that their garbage was contributing to environmental disposal and the larger issue of environmental justice
injustice. A local judge, after hearing her speak, granted were treated as such because they were made public
an injunction against the city to prohibit dumping in issues by settlement women. Presumably, because “a
the open pits. Another official advised McDowell that woman’s simplest duty . . . is to keep her house clean
nothing would change until sufficient public support and wholesome,” environmental activism was accepted
was aroused, whereupon she doubled her speaking as an extension of that duty (Addams [1908]2002: 252).
engagements, determined to convince the public that The reasoning was faulty, but some neighborhoods
garbage was Chicago’s problem, not just that of her were healthier because the facts they gathered imbued
neighborhood.
women with authority as “municipal housekeepers.”
In 1911, on a trip sponsored by a “loyal woman citizen,”
McDowell traveled to Europe to study the “scientific Some Lessons for Today
disposal and collection of city waste,” the first person to
seek a scientific method of garbage disposal for Chicago.
We can learn from and be inspired by the lives
She traveled to Glasgow, Scotland, reported to handle the and work of these early scholar-activists. The women
disposal of garbage in “the most economical and sanitary discussed here drew from a standpoint methodology
way.” Glasgow officials urged her to visit Hamburg and to advocate for a more just and safer world in which
Frankfurt because they were yet more advanced. There childhood, worker safety, a living wage, and leisure
she learned about methods of incinerating refuge and would become human rights for all, not merely for
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the privileged. By living among the working classes
and with their doors always open to their neighbors,
settlement women were able to improve their
communities and to begin the process of bridging
the gap between rich and poor. The scholar-activism
of feminists in progressive era settlement houses was
grounded in a critical pragmatism that identified the
social structural origins of social problems and their
democratic solutions. Public problems were situated
in the everyday lives of women and children, the
working poor, and newly arrived immigrants. Feminist
pragmatists saw the settlement as both a method and
as an approach to the “social question” of inequality. It
was in the words of Jane Addams ([1910] 2008:83) “an
experimental effort to aid in the solution of the social
and industrial problems . . . the over accumulation of
one end of society and the destitution of the other.” The
“neighborly relations” paradigm practiced in the settlements
informed a public feminism as women pursued social
justice and formulated legislative and action-oriented
agendas independent of the constraints of academic
or other institutions. For settlement women, “To study
a problem out of only abstract scientific interest with
no attempt at remedy is…practically illogical and
morally indefensible” (Lengermann & NiebruggeBrantley1998:244). Central to the feminist vision of
settlement women and their standpoint epistemology
was the view that the voices and lived experiences of
their neighbors should lead any effort to create change.
In this way, they recognized the agency and cultural
diversity of their neighbors and helped to maintain that
diversity and extol its gifts.
Settlements were not restricted by ideologies, religious
dogma, or disciplinary boundaries in providing the
first social laboratories for data collection and analysis.
Although part of the developing sociological tradition
of the day, in seeking solutions to urban problems,
settlement workers drew on all available knowledge and
resources. Fellow residents contributed their diverse
interests, expertise, and networks: Ellen Gates Starr of
Hull House and her network of artists and printers;
Florence Kelley and her Consumers’ League; Lilian
Wald of Henry Street and her network of nurses; Alice
Hamilton and scientific colleagues documenting the
toxic properties of lead. Settlement work represents one
of the earliest examples of community action research.
Participatory action formed the basis, for example, in
union organizing, labor reforms, workplace regulations,
garbage disposal and sanitation, and adequate housing.
An early example of the action-oriented settlement
scholarship is represented in the interdisciplinary,
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collectively written, Hull-House Maps and Papers
(1895).
By living among the working classes, settlement
feminists were able to improve their communities and
to begin the process of bridging the gap between the
rich and poor. While these women made important
inroads for improving the plight of those in need,
similar problems, and perhaps even more threatening
ones persist today. Many workers still do not make a
living wage and there is evidence that the gap between
the rich and poor is growing with some CEOs making
over 300 times as much as their average worker (Top to
Bottom 2020). Social inequalities abound in access to
health care, in the disproportionate impact of crime in
poor neighborhoods, in contaminated environments,
and in the risk of unemployment and homelessness.
Child labor and, particularly, sex trafficking rob many
children and youth of childhood and of a safe transition
to adulthood. The erosion of industrial regulations
has made toxic workplace pollutants and water
contamination a threat to community safety. Global
warming and climate change threaten the sustainability
of the planet as “natural disasters” in the form of
tornadoes, flooding, and the melting of glacier ice caps
leave communities devastated and threaten their very
survival.
Perhaps the most important lesson to be learned
from the settlement model is that while the physical
neighborhoods and social worlds of the privileged
and the poor remain profoundly segregated by race,
ethnicity, and class, we all share a common interest in
creating global social change. Contemporary problems
cross cut class, race, age, and gender. When women of
all walks of life raise their voices to share experiences of
workplace sexual abuse, the power of collective action
is understood as women simultaneously “speak truth
to power.” When communities are devastated by wild
fires, tornadoes, and flooding, the public is witness to
these tragedies as the daily news reminds us that both
the rich and the poor are impacted by climate change.
When new viruses spread, threatening the economy
with “lock down” and antibiotics no longer effectively
treat some diseases, the shared interests of our publics
begin to resonate.
Critical feminist pragmatists worked with their
neighbors by raising consciousness and privileging
the voices of the marginalized to speak on issues that
impacted them daily. Their pragmatist approach to
social change, feminist standpoint, multiculturalism,
and interdisciplin-arity offers important lessons for
today as we collectively seek solutions to the myriad of
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Feminist Thought.” Social Problems. 33, 6:514-530.
a world of perfect justice. However, to continue our
pursuit of this ideal requires the facts, knowledge, action, Costin, Lela B. 1983. Two Sisters for Social Justice.
and determination possessed by the scholar-activist
Urbana: University of Illinois Press.
women of more than a century ago, strengthened by
our diversity in class, race, ethnicity, age, gender, and a Davis, Allen F. 1984. Spearheads for Reform. New
greater technological knowledge.
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.
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The Gender Gap in Political Affiliation:
Understanding Why It Emerged and Maintained Itself Over Time
By
Lindsay Petit, Madison Mellor and Roger Clark

Abstract
In this paper we examine the gender gap in political affiliation that emerged during the 1980s and has remained
ever since. In that decade, for the first time since American women obtained the right to vote in 1920, they showed
a tendency to vote more Democratic than men. There have been two major explanations for this development: 1)
that women’s labor force participation increased dramatically during the 1970s and 2) that their chances of being
unmarried did as well. We examine these explanations using General Social Survey data collected between1972
and 2018. We also explore two explanations that involve changes in men’s lives: 1) that men are (of course) also less
likely to be married themselves than they were before 1970; and 2) that men have left unions in greater numbers
than women. We speculate that these last two changes have led to men’s greater likelihood of declaring themselves
Republican. We find support for all four explanations.
Keywords: gender gap in political affiliation, marital decline, women’s labor force participation, de-unionization
Introduction
When American women obtained the vote in 1920,
many people expected that a women’s voting bloc
would alter the shape of politics in the future. However,
for the next 60 years, women voted similarly to their
male relatives. In 1980, a gender gap in voting did
emerge when the Republican presidential candidate,
Ronald Reagan, received 54% of men’s votes and only
46% of women’s (Abzug & Kelber 1984). Women are
now significantly more likely to vote for Democratic
candidates than are men. In the last five presidential
elections, a majority of women voted for the Democratic
presidential candidate, while a majority of men voted
for the Republican candidate. In the 2016 election, 54
percent of women voted for Clinton, while 52 percent of
men voted for Trump (e.g., Bump 2018).
Polls have shown that men and women tend to have
different views of government’s roles. For example, over
the years, men have proven to be substantially more
supportive of U. S. government war efforts than women.

In contrast, women have been more supportive of
government programs that provide public services and,
particularly, safety nets for those in trouble than have
men (e.g., Kenschaft & Clark 2016: 256-7.)
The question that drives our analysis in this paper
is why the gender gap in political preference emerged
in the 1980s and why it persists today. Our review of
the relevant literature indicates that two major largescale changes have been identified, both of which have
expanded women’s opportunities and responsibilities.
These changes are 1) the enormous increase, since
1970, in women’s labor-force participation and 2) the
equally enormous increase in women living outside of
marriage. We also theorize that the decline of unions
and the greater likelihood of both women and men
living outside of marriage have played a role, especially
in distancing of men from the Democratic Party. We
test the relative contribution of each of these changes to
the gender gap in political preference using a data set not
commonly analyzed in examining that gap. The General
Social Survey (GSS) data we use allows us to examine
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changes in the gender gap in political affiliation at more (Inglehart & Norris 2000) like Section 8, Medicare,
frequent intervals than does presidential election data. school breakfast and lunch programs, and more (Welch
& Hibbing 1992). For these several reasons, we speculate
Labor Force Participation
that women’s participation in the workforce will be
associated with increases in the political gender gap.
The first explanation for the gender gap in voting
involves women’s labor force participation. Since the Women’s Experience of Marital Decline
1970s, there has been a tremendous increase in female
participation in the workforce, an increase that we
Other explanations for the gender gap in political
capture, in one way, in Figure 1. The percentage of preference-- its emergence and its longevity have
women working full time almost doubled (from 25% to focused on the rise of divorce rates, delayed marriage
46.4%) between 1972 and 1994 and has remained nearly and unmarried motherhood. These factors have left
at this level ever since. We prefer to use the percentage many women as single parents fending alone to care
of women working full time in this paper, over the more for their children and family members who are elderly,
conventional measure of the percentage of women in sick, or disabled. Data on the likelihood that women
the labor force, since it is a truer indicator, in our view, and men live in marital relationships are shown in
of women’s financial independence from men. (See Figure 2 (in Appendix A.) Figure 2 presents changes
Figure 1 in Appendix A.)
over time in the percentage of General Social Survey
Women’s labor force participation, the theory goes, respondents who reported being married by survey
affects their involvement in politics in several ways. year. Specifically, in 1974, 74.8% of women reported
One has to do with reference groups. At work, women being married, while only 48.7% of them did so in 2016.
are exposed to other women’s views about politics. It (See Figure 2 in Appendix A.)
is typical for women to talk about political campaigns,
Women’s declining chances of being married, an
candidates, and government policies (Manza & Brooks effect of both increased divorce rates and later age at
1998). Hearing other women’s beliefs about politics is marriage (Stritof 2019), has increased their chances
likely to influence the way women think about these of having a Democratic affiliation for several reasons.
ideas. When women don’t work, they do not have as Perhaps most important, marriage creates partnerships
much opportunity to talk about topics like politics in which women perceive their self-interests being
with other women because their domain is more likely linked to men and, generally, in which they receive
to be confined to their homes. As a result, they are resource transfers from men “in exchange for access to
more likely to subscribe to the political views of their children” (Edlund & Pande 2002:923). Married couples
marital (or other) partner. Participation in the labor are also more likely to have a greater financial security
force serves as a source of political socialization and than single people. Financial stability translates into
expands the knowledge of its occupants. For women, being more likely to lean Republican (Wilson & Lusztig
this is especially likely to lead to their greater political 2004:980).
involvement.
Non-marriage, on the other hand, can lead women
In addition, employment introduces women to a to see their fate as linked to those of other women
new set of roles. Holding a job opens questions about (Stout, Kretschmer & Ruppaner 2017). In general, the
appropriate gender roles, questions that some women Democratic Party, more so than the Republican Party,
will not have previously faced. It reinforces a sense of is viewed as supporting programs that advance those
women’s ability. Employment inspires more feminist- “linked fates.” The Democratic Party, for example,
centered goals and increases women’s desire for political favors welfare programs and programs that help people
activism (Manza & Brooks 1998). This, in turn, may through tough times. Low-income single women
lead women to be more liberal and Democratic.
are apt to use such programs and lean towards the
Finally, working for pay may give women a sense of party that supports such programs (Edlund & Pande
financial independence because they do not have to 2002:925) and other single women are apt to see such
rely on their partners for money. In many instances, programs as positive, too. The Democratic Party also
however, women are paid less than men and the types supports other women’s issues, such as abortion/birth
of careers they pursue are limited to what are deemed control issues, equal pay for men and women, and
“women’s work.” This, in turn, increases their awareness efforts to limit sexual assaults (the #MeToo Movement).
of and support for governmental “safety net” programs Consequently, we hypothesize that, when women are
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unmarried, the political gender gap between them and
men will be larger.
De-Unionization
While the “labor force participation” and “women’s
experience of marital decline” explanations of the gender
gap in political affiliation speak to why women’s affiliation
may have begun to be independent of men’s in the 1980s
(and, perhaps, grown thereafter), these explanations do
not really speak to why men’s political affiliation did not
continue to parallel women’s political leanings. They
imply that both greater labor force participation and
lower marriage rates will have led women to hope for
government policies that are supportive of individuals,
and therefore lean Democratic. But why would not
men who experience lower marriage rates have become
more Democratic, too?
There have been certain societal trends, other than
the decline in marriage, which might have led men
to vote Democratic. Since the 1960s, the American
industrial economy has thinned, thanks in part both
to automation and to outsourcing. These factors have
deprived less-educated men of many relatively high-paying
manufacturing and construction jobs (e.g., Kenschaft
& Clark 2016:41-47). This de-industrialization, plus an
accompanying growth of income and wealth inequality
(e.g., Piketty & Saez 2003), might have led to a greater
allegiance of less-educated men to the Democratic Party,
the party traditionally less associated with the interests
of big business and more likely to pursue programs that
support the relatively powerless.
But recognition of, and action on behalf of, economic
and political interests requires organization. And there
is one notable modality for such organization that has
suffered enormously since the 1950s: unions. While
33.2% of American workers were unionized in 1955,
10.5% were unionized in 2018 (Bureau of Labor 2019 and
Meyer, 2004). As a consequence, the historic synergy
between working class people and the Democratic
Party, facilitated by union membership (e.g., McGarrity
2001), has been challenged. In fact, de-unionization
has contributed to working-class (maybe particularly
white working-class) disaffection from the established
political system (Milkman, 2018), leading to generally
lower voter turnout, perhaps especially among men
(Kenschaft & Clark 2016:258). Milkman (2018) argues
that the resentment that feelings of powerlessness create
has made working-class men especially receptive to
populist entreaties on the part of politicians from the
left or right. This variable can help explain the election
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of Donald Trump, the Republican candidate, in 2016.
There are several reasons to believe that deunionization may have led more men to become more
Republican than women. However, one does not really
have to go any further than to recognize that more men
than women have left unions since the 1970s. While 25%
of men had unionized jobs in 1983, only about 12% did
so in 2015. The comparable figures for women—14%
and 11%--indicate a much smaller decline (Center for
Economic and Policy Research 2016). We speculate
that loss of union ties, then, have made more men
than women susceptible to a Republican affiliation that
those ties might have hindered earlier. In any case, we
hypothesize that de-unionization will be associated
with an increase in the political gender gap.
Men’s Experience of Marital Decline
The flip side of the divorce (and delayed marriage)
revolution’s effect on women’s chances of affiliating with
the Democratic Party is its likely effect on men’s chances
of affiliating with the Republican Party. If marriage is
conceived of as exchanges of men’s economic resources
for “access to children” (Edlund & Pande 2002:923),
then a decline in marriage meant for many men
they could retain those economic resources, making
them wealthier and, hence, even more likely to side,
politically, with the political party (Republican) most
interested in protecting personal wealth. Moreover,
marriage tends to create a primary reference group
in the spouse not only for women, but also for men.
In fact, it is well known that men tend benefit more
from marriage than women, in terms of health gains
and other tangible indicators of their connection to a
spouse (e.g., Harvard Health Publishing 2019)—this,
largely because of their relationship to one significant
other, a wife. In the absence of a wife, however, men
may become less concerned about the “linked fate”
of all women, and therefore turn away from the party
(Democratic) that evinces the greater support for
women’s concerns. In short, we expect that as men’s
chances of being unmarried increased, the gender gap
in political affiliation will have increased.
Methods
We were interested in how the political leanings, and
not just the attitudes towards particular presidential
candidates, of men and women changed over time, and
particularly how they changed during the 1980s and
later. We aimed therefore to measure both the political
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affiliation of women and men at relative short (one- and
two-year) intervals and the aggregate political party
affiliation of men and women in each of the five decades
since 1970.
The General Social Survey (GSS) asks the question,
“Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself
as a Republican, Democrat, Independent, or what”?
in each of 31 national surveys since 1972 (the last,
as of this writing, in 2018). The responses are coded
into seven categories: strong Democrat; not strong
Democrat; Independent but near Democrat; Independent;
Independent but near Republican; not strong Republican;
and strong Republican. We combined the first three
response options into the broad category “Democrat,”
the last three into the broad category “Republican,” and
retained the Independent category separately. For the
first part of our analysis, we showed how the difference
between the percentage of females and males who
claimed to be Democrats changed in individual surveys
over time.
We then used the GSS question, “Last week were you
working full time, part time, going to school, keeping
house, or what?” to measure how women’s and men’s
work status has changed over the years since it was
first asked in the 1972 GSS. The eight response options
the GSS used for this variable are “working fulltime;”
“working part time;” “temporarily not working;”
“unemployed or laid off;” “retired;” “school;” “keeping
house;” and “other.” We recoded this variable into two
broad response options: “working fulltime” and “not
working fulltime.” For the second part of the analysis,
we showed how the percentages of females and males
who were working fulltime changed in individual
surveys over time.
The GSS also asks a question about marital status:
“Are you currently -- married, widowed, divorced,
separated, or have you never been married?” We
recoded this variable into two categories: “married” and
“not married.” The third part of our analysis involved
showing how the percentage of females and males who
were married varied over time.
In subsequent analyses, we examined differences in
male and female political affiliation by decade and then
used this greater number of aggregate cases to study the
effects of women’s employment and marital status on
those differences.
In our analysis, we looked at the relative strength of
association between the percentage of women “married”
and “working fulltime,” on one hand, and our measure
of the political gender gap (the percentage of women
with a Democratic affiliation minus the percentage
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of men with such an affiliation) over the 31 periods.
We then compared each of these associations with
the associations between the percentage of American
workers who were unionized (data from Bureau of
Labor 2019 and Meyer 2004) and the percentage of men
“married” and “working fulltime” and the gender gap.
Finally, we used stepwise regression to sort out which of
the independent variables had the greatest effect, over
time, on changes in the gender gap.
Results
Figure 3 in Appendix A shows the trend for our
measure of the gender gap in political preference: the
percentage of women claiming they are Democrats
minus the percentage of men who claim to be
Democrats. Throughout the 1970s, men and women
had a similar likelihood to claim Democratic affiliation,
despite a small peak in 1973. However, in the 1980s
women’s likelihood to claim being Democrats pulled
ahead. By 1989, the difference between women and
men stood at 8.5%.
In the 1990’s, the gap increased overall, although with
a few spikes. The first spike was in 1991. We believe this
spike is associated with the Gulf War which started in
1990 and ended in 1991. Surveys have shown that,
typically, men are more likely to support war than
women (e.g., Kenschaft & Clark 2016:255ff.) and, in
general, that the Republican Party has been more likely
to support war than the Democratic Party. Another
spike occurred in 1996, the year that the “Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act” was passed. President Clinton was pressured
into signing this act by a Congress that was a majority
Republican at the time, even though he had already
vetoed two other pieces of legislation that threatened the
safety net for poor families (Schafer 2017). We believe
that the spike in women’s support for the Democratic
Party is connected to the fact that women were sticking
by the party that generally fought against these welfare
reform programs. In 2010, Barack Obama signed the
Affordable Care Act (ACA) or “Obamacare.” The ACA
was aimed at helping families get the healthcare they
needed at a lower cost. This Democratic legislation was
much more popular among women than men; hence,
another spike in the political gender gap appeared in
2010. (See Figure 3 in Appendix A.)
Using all the General Social Surveys between 1970 and
1980 combined, Table 1 shows that, during the 1970s,
there was very little difference in women and men’s
political leanings. During this decade, 62.8% of males
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and 63.4% of females identified with the Democratic
Party. The gamma relating political preference and
gender was -.01, showing that females were not more
likely than males to lean Democratic during the 1970’s.
(See Table 1 in Appendix B.)
In Table 2 in Appendix B, we look at the 1980s, 1990s,
2000s, and 2010s. In the 80s, the relationship between
gender and political leanings starts to grow. 53.4% of
men reported leaning Democratic, while 58.5% of
women did so. The relationship grows even stronger
in 1990. Nearly 58% of females reported leaning
Democratic, while only 48.2% of men did so. In the
2000s and 2010s, the relationship had been established
and remained steady, showing women are more likely to
lean Democratic than men are in those decades as well.
(See Table 2 in Appendix B.)
We expected that women who were unmarried and
worked full time would be more likely to be Democrats
than either married women who did not work full time
or unmarried men who worked full time. Table 3 in
Appendix B looks at the combination effects of marriage
and labor force participation on party affiliation by
gender. The data in Table 3 show that males and females
who are married and do not work full time have similar
likelihoods of being Democrats in all decades under
examination. Specifically, 62.6% of such males were
Democrats in the 1970s, while 60.9% of such women
were. Table 3 also shows a similar relationship as time
progresses. By the 2010s, for example, 49.8% of men
who were married and did not work fulltime were
Democrats, while 48.2% of such women were.
Much more change was evident when we compared
men and women who were unmarried and worked full
time. Table 3 shows that in the 1970s, unmarried men
who worked full time were more likely to be Democrats
(69%) than comparable women (65.3%). However, this
was the last decade when such men were more likely to
be Democrats than were women who were unmarried
and worked full time. After the 1970s, unmarried
women who worked full time remained predominantly
Democratic. In the 1980s, 63.2% of unmarried women
who worked full time claimed to be Democrats as were
65.8% of such women in the 1990s, 67.6% in the 2000s,
and 67.4% in the 2010s. In every decade, unmarried
women who were working full time were substantially
more likely to lean Democratic than married who were
unmarried men did not work full time. (See Table 3 in
Appendix B.)
Although unmarried women who worked full time
retained a high likelihood of leaning Democratic over
the decades, unmarried men who worked full time
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became much less likely to do so. From the 1970s to
the 1980s, there was an 18% decrease in the tendency of
unmarried men who worked full time to say they leaned
Democratic. In the 1970s, 69% of such men claimed to
be Democrats. In the 1980s, that number plummeted
to 51%. In subsequent decades, the percentage of
unmarried men who worked full time and claimed to
be Democrats was static, remaining at just above 50% in
every decade. (See Table 3 in Appendix B.)
A possible explanation for the gender gap in party
affiliation is that the economic experiences of these
males and females are so different. Men who are
unmarried and work fulltime are much more likely
than comparable women to earn a decent income and
to live a more financially stable lifestyle. Such men are
more likely to align themselves with the party that
tends to be associated with protections for the wealthy:
The Republican Party. Divorced women, especially
those with children, typically need more help from the
government than do divorced men.
We observed that unmarried men who worked
fulltime, rather than comparable women, had political
leanings that changed dramatically after the 1970s. This
finding raises the question of whether the conventional
explanations of “women entering the labor force” and
“fewer women were married” for the political gender
gap are completely adequate. It seems that these
explanations cannot do complete justice to the changing
political attitudes of men. The data in Tables 4 and 5
help to address this question.
Table 4 in Appendix B shows the zero-order
correlations between our measure of the political
gender gap (the percentage of females claiming to
lean Democratic minus the percentage of men doing
so) over the 31 survey periods , with several variables,
measured at those survey periods, theorized to affect
change in the political gender gap. The percentage of
women working fulltime (r =.71) and percentage of
women married (-.73) have very strong correlations
with the gap and are in the directions predicted by
the “women entering the labor force” and the “fewer
women married” theses. The “percentage of American
workers in unions” has a slightly stronger correlation (r
=-.75) than either of these two variables and suggests
that men’s role in the creation of the gender gap may
be crucial because men were much more likely to have
belonged to unions than women. Finally, though, it is
the percentage of married men that has the strongest
correlation (r =-.77) with the gap of all the variables
we examined here. This correlation strengthens the
argument that understanding changes in men’s lives
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is very important if we want to fully understand the
emergence and maintenance of the gender gap in
political affiliation. This finding is consistent with our
previous speculation that remaining single or regaining
singleness likely increases men’s average wealth, while
it decreases women’s average wealth. It follows that
men, more than women, would express attachment to
the Republican rather than the Democratic party. (See
Table 4 in Appendix B.)
Table 5 in Appendix B presents a modest test of
which of the variables listed in Table 4 explain the
most variation in the rise of the gender gap in political
affiliation when others are controlled. Table 5 reports
on a stepwise regression involving all of those variables.
In the resulting model, two variables—the percentage
of men married and the percentage of women working
fulltime—make it into the equation. A beta of -.53
indicates that, as the percentage of men married
decreased, the gender gap increased, even with the
percentage of women working fulltime controlled. And
a beta of .32 indicates that as the percentage of women
working fulltime increased, the gender gap increased
as well, even with the percentage of men married
controlled. Together these two variables explain 61%
of the variance in the political gender gap over time
(adjusted r square =.61). (See Table 5 in Appendix B.)
One major equivocation needs to be emphasized
here: There are high degrees of inter-correlation among
all variables introduced in the model presented in Table
5, so this table should not be seen as eliminating any
of the theories that guided this analysis. One message
stands, however: If one wants to explain the emergence
of, and variation in, the political gender gap over the
last 50 years, one needs to take into account not only
what has happened to make women’s political leanings
independent of men’s, but also what has helped to make
men’s political leanings independent of women’s.
CONCLUSION
Our findings show considerable support for the
two mainstream explanations of the emergence and
maintenance of a gender gap in political preference in
the United States: 1) that it results from a combination
of women’s increased labor force participation and 2)
from women’s decreased likelihood of being married.
In fact, when we compare the political preferences of
married men and women who are not working full
time in each decade since the 1970s, we find there is
no statistically significant difference in political leaning
between the genders for any of those decades, even using
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very large samples. When we do the same comparison
of unmarried men and women who are working full
time, however, we find a significant and substantial gap
during the 1980s-- a gap that widens in later decades.
We suspect that this latter change has much to do with
working women developing relationships with other
women in the workplace, relationships that inspire
feminist consciousness and goals (e.g., Inglehart &
Norris 2000; Manza & Brooks 1998) and unmarried
women seeing their fates being linked to those of other
women (e.g., Stout, Kretchmer & Ruppaner 2017) and
less tied to those of particular men, their husbands (e.g.,
Edlund & Pande 2002).
Our analysis of the comparison involving unmarried
men and women who are working full time, however,
revealed that it was not women’s likelihood of claiming
Democratic-Party leanings that changed the most over
the decades. It was men’s leanings. In fact, while the
percentage of unmarried women, working full time,
who claimed Democratic affiliation hardly changed at all
over time, similar men’s likelihood of doing so dropped
considerably. This observation led us to consider that
the mainstream explanations for the gender gap in
political party affiliation might have over-emphasized
the importance of women’s growing independence and
under-emphasized men’s changing political affiliation.
We speculated that the decreased likelihood of men
declaring a Democratic Party affiliation might be
related to another notable trend in American society
since 1970: the fact that workers, and particularly male
workers, have become much less likely to have labor
union affiliations than they did in previous decades.
Using a correlation analysis involving 31 data points, we
found tentative support for this outcome. We theorize
that men’s detachment from unions may have involved a
similar detachment from the Democratic Party, thanks
in large part to the strong support of unions for that
party.
Finally, our stepwise regression involving men’s
declining chances of being married showed that this
variable, plus women’s increasing working status, were
the only variables that survived the cut even when the
variables of union membership and women’s chances of
being married were included. This slightly unexpected
finding underscores the main point of this paper:
that we may not completely understand the gender
gap in political affiliation unless we take seriously the
experiences of men as well as women. Men’s declining
chances of being married may mean that they have not
only been less likely to share mutual concerns with one
significant woman (a wife) who might have compelled
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an interest in the Democratic Party. Singleness may
also mean that men have been able to retain a greater
portion of their income and, consequently, have been
more likely to turn to the party that most aims to
protect high income earners and their property: The
Republican Party.
There are some notable limitations to this study. One
limitation is that, while certain variables like women’s
work status and men’s marital status may explain
general trends in the political gender gap, they will
never be enough to account for local variation in the
gender gap. Ever since polling on such issues has been
done, men have tended to have more positive attitudes
towards entering wars, and less positive attitudes
towards legislation supporting safety nets, than women
(e.g., Kenschaft & Clark 2016). Thus, we find that the
gender gap in political affiliation made short-term leaps
in 1991, during the first Gulf War, and in 1996 and 2010,
when the Welfare Reform Act and the Affordable Care
Act, respectively, were at issue. It is beyond the scope
of this, and probably any social science, paper to offer a
model that might predict such local variation.
Perhaps an even more significant limitation, however,
is imposed by the small number of data points available
to analyze and the high degree of inter-correlation that
exists among key variables. Thirty-one data points in
a time series analysis means that the tests of models
involving more than a small number of variables are
impossible. These tests are especially challenging
when key variables are as highly inter-related as they
are in our analysis. Most obvious, for our purposes, is
the necessarily high correlation of men’s and women’s
chances of being married over time. Clearly as one has
decreased since 1970 the other has decreased as well.
Consequently, we are suspicious of our finding that
men’s chances might be more useful for the explanation
of the emergence of the political gender gap than
women’s. That both variables are also highly correlated,
over time, with America’s de-unionization, calls into
question another suggested conclusion we made in
this paper: The role played by de-unionization in the
emergence of the gender gap in political affiliation.
Finally, we recognize that our analysis is plagued
by questions of sampling and measurement error.
The General Social Survey has generally aspired to,
and achieved, what is known as a multistage cluster
probability sample. But when all critical independent
variables are as similar in their strength of association
with the dependent variable (all here were associated
with the political gender gap at anywhere from .71
for the percentage of women working fulltime to -.77
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for percentage of men married), then sampling or
measurement errors in any of the variables can make a
substantial difference in the findings.
Nonetheless, this paper raises an important question
for future researchers to pursue: Is it almost as likely that
what has happened to men accounts for the emergence
and maintenance of the political gender gap as what has
happened to women?
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Appendix A
Figure 1. Percentage of Women and Men Working Full Time, 1972-2018

Source: General Social Survey, 2018

Figure 2. Percentage of Women and Men Reporting They were Married, 1972-2018

		

Source: General Social Survey, 2018
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Source: General Social Survey data, 1972-2018, via the CMS, Berkeley.
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Appendix B
Table 1. Gender and Political Party Identification, 1970-1980
				Males			Females
Democrat			62.8%			63.4%
				(3093)			(3538)
Republican			34.7%			34.6%
				(1707)			(1936)
Independent or Other		2.5%			2.0%
				(122)			(112)
				

N=10,506

Gamma= -.01		

p=.25

Source: General Social Survey data.

Table 2. Gender and Political Party Identification by Decade, 1981-2018

		
Decade		

% of Men
Who are
Democrats

% of Women
Who are
Democrats

N

Gamma

Significance
Level

1981-1990

53.4		

58.5		

12,456

-.10		

<.001

1991-2000

48.2		

57.8		

12,271

-.18		

<.001

2001-2010

50.1		

57.9		

11,319

-.14		

<.001

2011-2018

51.4		

59.3		

7,797

-.14		

<.001

Source: General Social Survey data.		
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Table 3. Gender and Political Party Affiliation for Sub-Samples of Respondents by Decade, 1970-2018
Sub-Samples
of Respondents
by Decade

% of Males

% of Females

N

Gamma

Significance
Level

1970-1980
Unmarried &
Working Full-time

69.0		

65.3		

1200

.09		

p=.02

Married & Not
Working
Full time

62.6		

60.9		

3971

.04		

p=.63

1981-1990
Unmarried &
Working Full time

51.0		

63.2		

2063

-.24		

p<.001

Married & Not
Working
Full time

57.9		

59.5		

3809

.07		

p=.23

1991-2000
Unmarried &
Working Full time

51.5		

65.8		

2587

-.29		

p<.001

Married & Not
Working Full time

54.4		

50.9		

3098

.07		

p=.12

2001-2010
Unmarried &
Working Full time

54.5		

67.6		

2319

-.25		

p<.001

Married & Not
Working Full time

50.4		

47.3		

2965

.06		

p=.32

2011-2018
Unmarried &
Working
Full time

55.5		

67.4		

1628

-.23		

p<.001

Married & Not
Working Full time

49.8		

48.2		

2090

.03		

p=.87
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Table 4. Correlations of Political Gender Gap with Other Variables Over 31 Survey Periods
					 Political Gender Gap (1)
Other Variables
Percentage of Women
Working Fulltime				

.71***

Percentage of Women
Married					 -.73***
Percentage of American
Workers in Unions				

-.75***

Unemployment rate				 -.31
Percentage of Men
Married					 -.77***
Notes: *** indicates significance at .001 level; (1) Political gender gap = percentage of women reporting they lean
Democratic minus percentage of men reporting they lean Democratic.
Table 5. Stepwise Regression of the Political Gender Gap on the Percentage of
Women Working Fulltime, the Percentage of Women Married, the Unemployment
Rate, the Percentage of American Workers in Unions, the Percentage of Men
Working Fulltime, and the Percentage of Men Married
Political Gender Gap (1)
Percentage of Men Married				

-.53**

Percentage of Women
Working Fulltime			

.32*

N						

31

Adjusted R square					 .61
Notes: We excluded variables with .10 entry criterion: Percentage of Women Married, Unemployment Rate, Percentage of American Workers in Unions and Percentage of Men Working Fulltime; * indicates significance at .10
level; **, at the .01 level.
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The Gender of Product Representatives and Voice-Overs in Television
Commercials: An Update

By
Angela Leonardo, Alyssa Pollard and Roger Clark
Abstract
This paper updates studies by O’Donnell and O’Donnell (1978), Lovdal (1989) and Bartsch et al. (2000) that laid
out trends in women’s representation in television commercials. In the spring and summer of 2020, we examined
541 commercials that we coded for type of product, gender of product representative and gender of voice-over.
We found that women are more likely to be product representatives in 2020 than they were at any time during the
20th century and much more likely to be the voice-overs. Women were the voice-overs for 51% of the commercials
that had voice-overs in our sample, a considerably higher percentage than reported in any 20th-century study.
However, women remained under-represented as voice-overs for non-domestic products (e.g., cars, insurance,
etc.) and slightly under-represented as product representatives for such products. We place our findings in the
context of women’s greater participation as consumers, especially of non-domestic goods and services, and as
advertisers.
Keywords: product representatives, voice-overs, domestic products, non-domestic products.
Literature Review
Advertising in the media has tended to emphasize the
need for sexual attractiveness since the early years of the
20th century, when for the first time many Americans
had some discretionary income (Kenschaft & Clark
2016: 322 ff.). Before then advertising often just stated
the price, availability and quality of the product. Since
about 1910, advertisers have tried to create emotional
associations with products to draw consumers in
(Marchand 1985).
Our focus here is on contemporary television
advertising. Television became a major source of
gendered images reasonably soon after its introduction
in the 1940s. By the end of the 20th century, somewhere
between one fifth to one third of commercial TV shows’
air time was spent showing advertisements (Allan
& Coltrane 1996). The emphasis on gender-coded
attractiveness seems to have required, at least for the
men who were creating TV ads, that men be presented
as knowledgeable and influential and women, as naive

and dependent. Thus, for instance, the voice-over
role, that of the disembodied authority telling what
truths advertisers really want consumers to hear, was
for years played by men: Courtney & Whipple (1974),
O’Donnell & O’Donnell (1978), Bretl & Cantor (1989),
Lovdal (1989) and Allan & Coltrane (1996) reported
that anywhere between 88% and 93% of commercial
narrators were men. Bartsch et al. (2000) reported
that only 71% of these narrators were men in 1998, but
this finding seemed a bit out of line with earlier ones,
even while it suggested that commercials still relied on
masculine credibility to a great extent. Bartsch et al.
underscored, as others had not, that women were much
more likely to be employed in the voice-over role in
commercials for products primarily used in the home
(in which they played that role 36% of the time) than in
commercials for goods primarily used outside the home
(in which they played the role only 11% of the time).
Also suggesting the greater credibility of men was
a 20th-century tendency of TV commercials to make
men their primary visible characters. But here findings
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were somewhat more varied than they were regarding
voice-overs. McArthur & Resko (1975) found only 30%
of product “representatives” (as main characters were
often called) were female; Bretl & Cantor (1998), 46%;
Allan & Coltrane (1996), 38.6% in 1950s award-winning
commercials and 32.8% in 1980s award winners. But
O’Donnell & O’Donnell (1978) found that 50% of
product representatives were female; Lovdal (1989),
51%; and Bartsch et al. (2000), 59%. Bartsch et al.
again made the useful distinction between “domestic”
products (in commercials for which women were
product representatives 66% of the time) and “nondomestic” products (in commercials for which women
were product representatives only 30% of the time).
Such a distinction points to the tendency of advertisers
to buy into and promote the idea that men and women
have distinct realms within which their authority is
relatively clear.
This article focuses on the gender of voice-overs
and product representatives, two gendered dimensions
of TV commercials that are relatively unambiguous
and easily measured. But these are not the only kinds
of gender presentation that have been examined by
researchers. For example, beginning in 1979, Kilbourne
made a series of famous films in which she documented
the ways in which TV commercials have encouraged
the objectification of women’s bodies and are likely to
have eroded women’s self-esteem (Kilbourne 2010).
Others have shown how ads have adopted increasingly
stringent standards for female and male attractiveness—
women being urged to be increasingly slender (Spitzer
et al. 1999) and men being pushed in the direction
of greater muscularity (Katz 1999). Relatively recent
commercials often emphasize—and raise concerns
about being sexually active for both men and women
(Mager & Helgeson 2011).
There is some reason to believe, however, that gender
presentations in TV commercials should have changed
in the last 20 years or so. Most important, women have
increasingly become the primary decision makers when
it comes to all purchases made in the U.S. As early as
2009, Silverstein & Sayre reported that women made
the ultimate purchasing decision for 94% of home
furnishings, 92% of vacations, 91% of homes, 60% of
automobiles and 51% of electronic equipment. One
can perceive a domestic/nondomestic divide in these
data, but no reason at all for ad agencies not to take
into account women’s attitudes towards the products
they promote. And there is evidence that many of these
percentages have actually increased in the decade after
2009 (Girlpower Marketing 2019).
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There also seems to have been considerable change
in the gender composition of those who make decisions
at advertising agencies. There had been improvement
in women’s representation in the exclusive ad men’s
preserve even during the 20th century. However in
1997, a survey done by Advertising Age’s Creativity
magazine showed that women still only constituted an
average of 26% of creative departments in smaller ad
agencies and 24% in larger ones (AdAge 2003). Yet a
survey commissioned by the Association of National
Advertisers reported in 2018 that 46% of senior-level
positions (e.g., Division Presidents and Chief Marketing
Officers) in marketing departments were held by
women, and considerably higher percentages of midlevel and entry-level positions were women’s as well
(Alliance for Inclusive and Multicultural Marketing,
2018). One reporter claimed in the title of a 2019 article
that “Women are making advertising funnier, smarter,
and way less sexist” (Werber 2019).
We wondered whether changes in gendered purchasing
patterns and the gender composition of ad makers had
implications for such measured changes in the content
of TV commercials as the percentages of commercials
in which females represented the product and in which
females did voice-overs.
Methods
Commercial Selection
We used the same model of selecting commercials
as that used by Bartsch et al. (2000). Commercials
were selected from ABC, NBC, FOX, and CBS, Monday
through Thursday from 8 p.m. to 10 p.m. The first
commercial coded aired on May 25th and the last aired on
June 25th. We coded eight nights of commercials, giving
us 16 hours of television and a total of 541 commercials
to examine. Only one network was recorded per night.
For the second round of coding we made sure to record
each network on a different day of the week than we
had in the first round. Ideally this coding process
would have been completed in two weeks. But due to
technical difficulties it took another two weeks to get
each network recorded and coded.
Following Lovdal (1989) and Bartsch et al. (2000),
we excluded commercials that advertised movies or
television shows. We also excluded commercials that
were political advertisements. Lastly, we did not code
local commercials.
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Coding of Commercials
these areas as well.
Most striking about our findings, when viewed in
Each commercial was coded for gender of the relation to those of the three earlier comparable studies,
product representative, gender of the voice-over, and is the steady increase of women’s representation in
product type (domestic or non-domestic). We defined virtually every category. Specifically, the percentage of
voice-over as a voice heard with no representative seen product representatives that were female grew steadily
speaking. We coded the voice-overs as male, female, from 50% in 1976 to 67% in 2020, with the greatest
both, or none. Bartsch et al. (2000) coded voice-overs increase occurring in the 22 years between 1998 and
with multiple voices including male and female voices 2020. The change in the gender makeup of product
as “other.” In this study, if a commercial had a male and representatives was significant at the .05 level in the
female voice over, the voice over was coded as both. 1998-2020 period for all product categories: for all
Only human adult voices (apparently age 18 and up) products together, for domestic products and, perhaps
were coded.
most notably, for non-domestic products. Men had
We used Bartsch et al.’s (2000) definition of product been the typical product representatives in the vast
representative: “the main character in the commercial.” majority of commercials for non-domestic products
Once again Bartsch et al. used the categories “adult in previous periods. But in 2020, they were the main
female, an adult male, other, or none.” But we chose product representatives in only 53% of commercials
to include a “both” category for when we felt there for non-domestic products that had a single product
was more than one product representative and these representative. Women were the main characters in 47%
representatives were from more than one gender. Thus, of 2020 commercials for non-domestic products with
in this study a product representative was coded as a single product representative. For instance, women
male, female, both or none. Only adult representatives are product representatives, or at least main characters,
(age 18 and up) were coded.
for contemporary commercials for Nissan Sentra, A T
Product type was coded as domestic or non-domestic. & T and, perhaps most famously, Progressive Insurance
Like Bartsch et al., we chose to use the definition (think Flo).
of domestic and non-domestic product offered by
Unfortunately, what Table 1 fails to capture, and
Lovdal’s (1989) study: products were labeled domestic what we cannot compare to any previous analysis, is the
if they were “foods, cleansing products, cosmetics, and degree to which looking at commercials in terms of only
home remedies.” We considered all medications to be one product representative misrepresents the sample
domestic products. Lovdal (1989) considered “cars, we examined. As no previous researchers seem to have
trucks, or any out-of-home items” to be nondomestic.
done, we coded not just for whether a commercial had
Commercials were coded independently by two of a single male or female product representative, but for
the authors. When a disagreement arose between the whether its product representatives seemed to be a team
two coders, a discussion was used to achieve unanimity. that included at least one male and at least one female.
And this latter category is the one into which 100 of
Findings
our commercials about non-domestic products fell--as
compared to the 39 that had a male representative alone
Our intention was to update what Bartsch et al. and 34 that had a female representative alone. Virtually
(2000) had done with 1998 data. They, in turn, had every contemporary Geico, T-Mobile, and Lowes ad, for
updated O’Donnell and O’Donnell’s (1978) study using example, has at least one female and one male who could
1976 data and Lovdal’s (1989) study using 1988 data. be seen as main characters. It is as if today’s advertisers
To the best of our knowledge, no researchers have done want us to think that their non-domestic products can
such a study since Bartsch et al.’s.
be attractive to all people, whatever their gender.
Table 1 updates a table Bartsch et al. (2000) produced,
Our findings about voice-overs suggest not only
this time with 2020 data. It shows the frequency that today’s commercials are aiming to make products
distribution and percentage distribution of men and attractive to all people, but that they also are about the
women as product representatives and voice-overs. (See kinds of products about which people of either gender
Table 1.) O’Donnell & O’Donnell (1978) and Lovdal can be expert enough to talk authoritatively. Perhaps
(1989) did not report the breakdown of voice-overs for our most striking finding is that, in our sample of 541
domestic and nondomestic products, but Bartsch et al. commercials, 51% had a female voice-over and 49%
(2000) did, so we have the ability to study change in had a male voice-over. The difference between this
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gender distribution and the one in the 1998 sample
(in which women were 29% of the voice-overs) had a
significance level that was way less than .001 (according
to our Chi-Square test). Moreover, when we divide the
commercials into those which are about domestic and
non-domestic products, we find that the percentage of
domestic products with female voice-overs had almost
doubled since 1998—from 36% to 63%--and that the
percentage of non-domestic products with female
voice-overs, while starting from a much lower level, had
almost tripled—from 11% to 32%. Women are not only
the product reps, but also the voice-overs, for Nissan
Sentra, A T & T and Progressive Insurance, for instance.
Both of these changes have a statistical significance that
is way less than .001.
In short, women’s presence as product representatives
and voice-overs has grown notably since 1998. To
the extent that gender typing in these key roles for
TV commercials remains, it is in the domains that
are dominated by females and males. Females, today,
are much more likely than males to be the product
representatives and voice-overs in commercials for
domestic products. Males are still much more likely than
females to be the voice-overs for non-domestic products
and slightly more likely to be the product representatives
for those products. Our research suggests, though, that
contemporary commercials for non-domestic products
are much more likely to have males and females teaming
up as product representatives than they are to have
either a male or female representative alone.
CONCLUSIONS
Although there remains a degree of gender stereotyping
in the kinds of commercials for which men and women
are product representatives and voice-overs, our
findings suggest a marked increase in the percentage of
commercials in which women play both these roles. One
might be concerned that women are the vast majority
of product representatives and voice-overs for domestic
products, implying that men are not as interested in
such products as women are. However, given the
degree to which women are the actual purchasers of
domestic products—probably considerably higher than
the degree of their disproportionate representation in
commercials for these products—we find it difficult to
fault advertisers for this imbalance.
One might still fault commercial makers, however,
for the continued prominence of men as product
representatives and voice-overs for non-domestic
products, even though women have made headway in
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both of these categories as well. Recent data suggest that
women are the majority of purchasers for nondomestic
products as well as domestic products (e.g., Girlpower
Marketing 2019), something advertisers seem to have
begun to recognize, but not, perhaps, to the degree that
might make sense for them to do.
Bartsch et al. (2000) had done a little self-criticism
when they noted that they had not coded commercials
for the possibility of having people of both genders as
product representatives, not one gender or the other.
We did code this possibility and found that this was
by far the most populated category when it came to
product representatives for non-domestic products.
Considerably more commercials for non-domestic
products were represented by both men and women
together than were represented by men alone or women
alone. We actually see this as a sensible trend, as men
and women often do make joint purchasing decisions,
perhaps particularly about non-domestic products, in
our view—although we actually have found no data,
other than the personal, anecdotal sort, to support this
contention. Recent studies tend to stress the percentage
of purchases for given products for which either women
or men are primarily responsible. The possibility that
both might have input might usefully be investigated in
future research.
We suspect part of the reason that commercials
in 2020 are more likely to feature women than those
even at the turn of century has to do with advertisers’
increased recognition of women’s role as consumers.
But another part is surely that advertisers themselves are
more likely to be women. We haven’t tried to show that
this change is a major cause of the change of women’s
representation in commercials. Obviously, correlation
is only one of the three criteria essential to establishing
causation. However, we can imagine ways in which
future researchers might make the case for causation
stronger. One way might be to study award-winning
commercials (or any commercials, for that matter) and
find who was primarily responsible for their creation.
Bartsch et al. (2000) concluded their update of gender
representation in TV commercials by asking that future
researchers confirm the trends they found towards
greater female presence as product representatives and
voice-overs. This article has done just that.

The Gender of Product Representatives and Voice-Overs in Television Commercials: An Update

Table 1. Gender Representation in Commercials for the Years 1976, 1988, 1998, and 2020
					

Years Commercials Were Coded		

				1976		1988		1998		2020
Product Representatives
Overall				
Male			
108 (50%)
Female			
106 (50%)

113 (49%)
117 (51%)

151 (41%)
216 (59%)

90 (33%)
181 (67%)

Domestic products
Male			
Female			

39 (31%)
86 (69%)

84 (45%)
102 (55%)

102 (34%)
195 (66%)

51 (26%)
147 (74%)

Non-Domestic products
Male			
Female			

69 (78%)
20 (22%)

32 (73%)
12 (27%)

49 (70%)
21 (30%)

39 (53%)
34 (47%)

234 (92%)
20 (8%)

287 (90%)
31 (10%)

432 (71%)
199 (29%)

204 (49%)
209 (51%)

Domestic products
Male							290 (64%)
Female							160 (36%)

89 (37%)
154 (63%)

Voice-Overs
Overall
Male			
Female 		

Non-Domestic products
Male							142 (89%)
115 (68%)
Female							
17 (11%)
55 (32%)
________________________________________________________________________
Note: 1976 data are originally from O’Donnell and O’Donnell (1978); the 1988 data are originally
from Lovdal 1989; and the 1998 data are from Bartsch et al. (2000).
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Structured Risk: Black Women, Perceived Integration into Campus
Hook-Up Culture, and the Potential for Sexually-Transmitted Infection
Diagnoses at a Predominately White College
By
Jasmine L. Harris
Abstract:
Black women continue to suffer disproportionately high rates of sexually transmitted infection (STI) diagnoses,
from chlamydia to HIV, than does any other demographic. These numbers, though shrinking over time, continue
to identify Black women as at the greatest risk for STI diagnosis in the U.S., yet few explanations are available
that do not pathologize Black women’s sexual behavior. This paper examines interview data on hook-up culture
participation from Black women students at a PWI (predominantly white institution) to better understand how
they perceive and engage with sexual interactions and expectations in this setting. The findings suggest Black
women participate “begrudgingly” in campus hook-up culture, but race and gender-based isolation in this context
minimizes access to useful, potentially protective, information about other hook-up culture participants, as well as
options for contraception. Though members of the campus community, Black women students feel disengaged from
the very hook-up culture in which they continue to participate, increasing their potential for STI diagnosis. Better
understandings of the settings where, and conditions under which, Black women engage in sexual interactions is
important to identifying potential explanations for their endemic STI rates in this country.
Keywords: Black women, PWIs, STIs, hook-up culture, setting
Introduction
This paper starts from an understanding of
the racialized nature of health outcomes in Black
communities, a result of structural barriers to adequate
healthcare and institutional disadvantages that increase
the likelihood of a number of poor health outcomes
among Black people (Williams, Priest & Anderson
2016). It applies that line of thinking to campus hook-up
culture as a contextual variable for sexually transmitted
infection (STI) diagnoses. And then, asks how isolation
in the context of a PWI setting impacts Black women’s
potential for STI diagnoses.
Black women report sexually transmitted infection
(STI) diagnoses at higher rates than any other
demographic of women in the U.S. (CDC 2018). In Los
Angeles county, for example, an urban area whose rates
of STIs most closely resemble that of the overall U.S.
population, Black women’s incidence rates in 2013 were
more than double that of any other group of women.
(See FIGURE 1). Black men, too, have the highest rates
of STI diagnosis in their demographic.

FIGURE 1: 2013 Incidence Rates of Chlamydia, Gonorrhea,
Early Syphilis, and HIV/AIDS by Race/Ethnicity and Gender:
California

County of Los Angeles Public Health Department, 2013
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Differences between white and Black women in
contraception use cannot singularly explain why Black
women suffer disproportionate STI rates. A 2016 study
of 18 – 19-year-old women found Black women were
more likely to use Long-acting Reversible Contraception
(LARC), intrauterine devices and contraceptive
implants placed inside the vagina to prevent pregnancy,
compared to white women who were more likely to
use oral contraceptives. Moreover, Black women did
not differ from white women in periodic stoppages
of contraceptive use, and reported fewer changes in
contraception methods over the 2.5-year data collection
period (Kusunoki, Barber, Ela & Buck 2016). Black
women also reported fewer relationships and less
sexual activity than white women. So, why does this
demographic continue to report such high STI rates? If
not behavior-specific, then how do campus structures,
and/or cultural beliefs and expectations of their fellow
students influence high STI rates among Black women
attending a PWI? These questions are important because
they encourage disciplinary transition away from
esearch which pathologizes Black women, especially as it
pertains to sexual health outcomes; blaming individual
for what seems statistically to be a systemic issue.
Context Helps
Social context, the immediate physical and social
setting in which people interact, helps categorize
specific risks for people within specific time and place
because it is informed by both physical and social
structure of a setting. Examinations of social contexts in
the study of risk behaviors may also identify risk groups
by defining normative behaviors (Sumartojo 2000) and
subsequently help develop innovative interventions
suited to settings in which risk is intensified. The
purpose of this research is to understand how the
social context of predominately white institutions
(PWI), where hook-up cultural is perpetual (Bogle
2008; Alison & Risman 2014) and Black women are
increasingly present, impact Black women students’
potential for STI exposure to provide social context to
Black women’s continued overrepresentation among
new STI diagnoses in the U.S.
Individual risk factors and sex partner characteristics
have been considered (Ivy, Miles, Le & Paz-Bailey 2014)
in connection with Black women’s perpetually high
HIV infection rates with little knowledge advancement,
however cultural membership, and institutional settings
(LeBlanc, Sutton, Thomas & Duffus 2014) provide
additional clues to explain transmission rates. Schools
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seems like a good place to start because the highest rate
of STI diagnosis for Black women is among high school
and college-aged women (Pflieger, Cook, Niccolai &
Connell 2013). This fact, coupled with Black women’s
10-fold increase in their rates of college attendance in
the last 20 years, the same time frame over which Black
women’s rates of STI diagnosis increased perpetually
year after year (Cohen 2018), suggests U.S. colleges
and universities are important research sites for better
understanding the factors impacting their potential
for STI diagnosis. Among all women, regardless of
race, there are explicit connections between school
attendance and STI diagnosis. Post-secondary education
is a significant predictor of, rather than protector from,
STI diagnosis for Black women compared to white
women (Annang, Walsemann & Kerr 2010), but little
research has tried to understand why. Why do Black
women derive so little protection from STIs via higher
education matriculation? What about the specific
context of PWIs, where a majority of Black women
matriculate, increases their susceptibility to STIs?
Literature Review
This research examines self-reported sexual health
practices, hook-up culture participation, and perceived
campus integration among Black women at PWIs to
understand the role of setting in exposure to STI risk.
Black women’s sexual behavior is not biologically
prescriptive, and does not happen in a vacuum,
therefore their sexual outcomes must be understood in
connection to such diversity. The patterned social and
romantic interactions in this setting shape decisionmaking, and by extension sexual health for all students
on campus. Black women’s behavior is being singled out
in this case because of their disproportionate STI rates.
Hook-up culture is defined as one that encourages
casual sexual interactions rather than monogamous
sexual relationships (Freitas 2013). Today, on college
campuses of all shapes and sizes, hook-up culture is
pervasive. Students may opt-out of participation in this
culture, but cannot escape the culture itself, or sanctions
for non-participation (Wade 2017). Casual heterosexual
sex behaviors are associated with an increased risk of STI
diagnosis (Lyons 2016) whether on college campuses or
not, but college students are also more unaware of their
individual vulnerabilities to STIs (Downing-Matibag &
Geisinger 2009). As such, students’ presence on college
campuses cannot be separated from their individual
sexual health.
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Odd Women Out
decisions about participation in campus hook-up
culture, and by extension potential for STI diagnosis
Sexual health, rather than confined to the presence or may also be impacted.
absence of disease, is well-being in all states of sexuality,
physical, emotional, mental, and social (WHO 2006a). The Role of the Student Population
While empirical data clearly identifies Black women
as at disproportionate STI risk, the heterogeneity of
It has long been argued that Black women are more
the Black community, and Black people’s presence in homophilous, a term describing an “internal preference
predominately white, culturally incompatible settings, for associations with others with whom one shares
requires the study of subpopulations to identify identities, in their choices of sexual partners than other
components of sexual health which make Black women groups of women (Hall & Turner 2016) and this singular
as a whole disproportionately “at risk”1. This paper data point has been used to explain collective sexual
examines social aspects of Black women’s sexual health health outcomes (Utley 2019) among Black women in
by focusing on a typically sexually active culture, college the U.S. But this isn’t just about partner preferences.
hook-up culture to isolate those contextual factors How students engage in hook-up culture also reflects
contributing most directly to potential STI diagnosis.
the structures in which they interact with their peers.
Increased inclusion and diversity initiatives at PWIs Choices about partners, and by extension one’s sexual
mean growing numbers of Black women matriculate at health more broadly, are impacted by the physical
these schools, but unchanged institutional structures setting and social context in which they take place.
and campus cultures mean there are few social supports
Existing literature disagrees about the role of race in
to ensure their positive integration into the campus sexual interaction on campus (Hall & Turner 2016) or
community. Black students, because they generally as a predictor for participation in hook-up culture, with
attend predominately white colleges, but arrive on some finding Black students less likely to hook-up with
campus from culturally disparate home lives, define white peers (Bogle 2008; Owen et. al 2010), and others
hookups differently than their white peers (Glenn finding Black students more likely to hookup in general
& Marquardt 2001; Paul, McManus & Hayes 2000). than white students (Bernston et. al 2016). As such,
Specifically, they are less likely to participate in hookup Black women’s hook-up culture participation remains
culture broadly (Berntson, Hoffman & Luff 2016) and unclear (Pham 2017), and instead broad accusations of
are more likely to be sexually homophilous (Allison & simple poor decision-making pathologize their endemic
Risman 2013; McClintock 2010) with a preference for STI rates. But Black women’s sexual behaviors are not
Black sex partners.
compulsive, they are reflections of differences across the
Access to public discourse on sexual health also experiences of Black women then require further study.
impacts sex behaviors, especially in well-established
Endemic STI rates among Black women in the
hook-up cultures and is important to sexual health of U.S. continue in part because there is still so little
community members. Because PWIs are not organized understanding of moderating variables impacting Black
to adequately address differences in information women’s participation in campus hook-up culture even
acquisition, and subsequent disparate socio-cultural as such research has increased exponentially in the last
needs between Black and white students (Ross 2017; Cox 20 years. Black women are enrolling in PWIs in historic
2020), predominately white college campuses are also numbers, so the examination of place seems fitting. This
settings where health outcomes may diverge by race as project does not assume that Black women are engaging
they do in broader society (Wilkins 2004). Integration, in more or less risky behaviors women in total, but is
or lack thereof, into the campus community impacts constructed, together with unusually high diagnosis
the number of potential partners (Uecker & Regnerus rates, on the theory that hook-up culture presents
2010), potential network connections (Smith & Moore potential “hotspots” for risky sex behavior regardless of
2000), and access to discourse on sexual health (Rose race, and therefore is a good place to start studying the
2003; Alleyne & Gaston 2010; Wilkins 2012). Therefore, role of institutionally defined networks in likelihood of
1
The Center for Disease Control (CDC) (2016) defines “at risk” STI exposures. Social interaction on campus is important
populations as those with any combination of individual, relational, to student persistence and therefore participation in
community, or societal factors contributing to the likelihood of STI hook-up culture has important social functions. This
diagnosis and identifies Blacks in the U.S. as disproportionately “at may be especially true for small, marginalized groups
risk” across a range of infections.
like Black women on predominately white campuses.
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However, marginalized students are also more likely
to be victimized at PWIs (Guiffrida & Douthit 2011;
Hamer & Lang 2015) and therefore, must be extra
cautious about hook-up culture participation in this
setting.
Qualitative research on sexual assault among Black
women sorority members at a PWI found sorority
membership provided safeguards and supports
perceived to protect them from potential victimization
(Tinto 2012). What happens when potential cultural
support systems like Black sororities are not available,
as is the case at most PWIs? How do Black women
protect themselves in a hook-up culture that provides
no existing structural supports in this regard? Existing
literature suggests minority students opt-out of, or
create alternative forms of hooking-up (Glenn &
Marquardt 2001; Ray & Rosow 2010, and Wade 2013).
What impact do these choices have on Black women’s
potential for STI diagnosis?
Research Methods

67
population, including student, faculty and staff are also
predominately white, and class identity trends more
towards middle class and upper middle class than in
previous eras. The overall population is approximately
1350 students, including 105 Black students, all of who
had equal opportunity to participate in this study.
A majority of students in the site are from Pennsylvania
and states within three hours driving distance of the
school2. The median household income for students at
this institution is $120,500. Twenty percent of students
come from the top 20% of income earners in the U.S.,
and less than five percent comes from the bottom 20%3.
Black students are more likely to receive Pell grants and
20% of students received Pell Grants in 2015, the year
before data were collected, as an indicator of differences
in socioeconomic status (SES) between Black and white
students in the site of research. Similarly, Black students
are more likely to be from predominately Black urban
areas, though many attended predominately white high
schools, and white students are more likely to be from
suburban predominately white areas, having attended
predominately white high schools.
Institutionally, the percentage of Black students at the
research site has been historically flat, hovering around
six percent, and with few formal supports in the form
of staff, allocated space, or community resources and
programming to support them. For example, there are
no Black staff members among the health and wellness
services staff, there is only one formal organization
funded by the college to support Black students on
campus, and continued racist harassment of students
on campus before, during, and after data collection.
Between 2015-2020, Black students staged four formal
protests demanding increased institutional support, but
progress has been stagnant. Institutional Review Board
approved data was collected amid this cultural unrest
on campus, so issues of social integration and regulation
were top of participants’ minds.
As the Principal Investigator, I, a Black woman
faculty member, collected interview data about
participants’ descriptions of the campus culture around
sexual interactions, STI discourse regarding prevention,
and the construction of their sexual behavior in this
environment. Interview participants were chosen
randomly4 from survey participants in a larger mixed
methodological study on campus hook-up culture who

This study analyzes interview data from a sample
of 15 Black women at a PWI where the percentage of
Black students on campus is less than 10% and few, if
any, institutional supports are available to temper the
difficulties of extreme marginalization in this setting
or encourage engagement with campus culture to
examine under what conditions students at a PWI make
decisions about sexual behavior, and by extension, the
relationship between risk and perceptions of hook-up
culture for this culturally isolate group. Asking Black
women students about their sex behaviors, perceptions
of integration on campus, and hook-up culture
participation helps uncover moderating and mediating
variables impacting their high national diagnosis rates.
The study site is a small, suburban liberal arts college
in a moderate, mid-Atlantic setting. The modern
definition of an exurb, a prosperous community
beyond commuter suburbs, this community is a
90% white, upward trending middle-class area. It
is predominantly a closed campus where student
access to cars and public transportation are limited.
The semi-closed environment means students live,
work, and play mainly in the same spaces, muddling
class barriers across campus (McClintock 2010), but
especially for Black students whose class identities 2New York, New Jersey, and Maryland.
are less salient than race (McDonald 2011). The site 3https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/projects/college-mobility/
4
also provides a detailed view of sexual health among After survey data collection concluded, an email list of participants
participants and the identification of setting-specific wanting to interview was generated in order of submission date
and time. Every fifth email (and corresponding respondent) was
patterns related to students’ sex behaviors. The campus chosen to participate until a list of 15 students was created.
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identified themselves at the conclusion of the survey
as interested in participation. In 2016, I collected
fifteen interviews, of about 60 minutes each, with
Black women undergrads (39% of the site population
of Black women) over the phone to mitigate concern
for data validity about sensitive sex behavior questions
(Feldman & Lynch 1988; Schwartz 1999).
Interview questions sought to identify individual
perceptions of institutional integration on campus, and
involvement in campus hook-up culture, asked things
like, “What types of contraception do you use during
sexual interactions on campus? And How often do
you discuss sexual health concerns with others, and
with whom are you having these discussions?” in an
attempt to capture themes around sex behaviors and
mechanism for sexual health information acquisition.
Questions were adjusted as necessary throughout the
data collection process to account for new information
and ongoing analysis via the ground theory method
(Corbin & Strauss 1990) where interview data was
scanned, first for themes and then more specific codes,
before the next interview was conducted to ensure new,
potentially important, topics of discussion are covered.
Black students were oversampled via additional
targeted outreach to race and ethnicity-based student
groups on campus. Meetings with Black student group
executive boards to explain the research purpose
and process acted as the oversampling procedure to
encourage participation among Black students and
increase the probability of a sample representative of
the campus population. Black women students were
oversampled among interview participants to address
CDC reported imbalance in STI transmission among
Black women.
The experiences of Black women at PWIs are not well
assessed (Kane 2018). This project attempts to evaluate
potential connections between the demographics and
extra-curricular structure of the site, and Black women’s
reported engagement in campus hook-up culture
to better understand STI risk in settings and within
communities where they are marginalized.
Analysis of Results
The culture of the PWI where this data was collected
is structured by racialized access to extra-curricular
resources, and campus support systems. As a result,
participation in said culture and subsequent student
identity development connected to it are strengthened
or weakened by students’ race. Likewise, hooking up,
and decision-making about hooking up, reflect how
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well-integrated students are on campus, and is by
extension also racialized. Lack of perceived integration
on campus based on experiences of marginalization
by Black women participants in this study, is at the
forefront of their self-reported sex behaviors in the
place. Black women in this site perceive themselves
as isolated, ostracized, and ignored compared to their
peers. Their lack of integration into hook-up culture
on campus intensifies their potential for STI diagnosis
while there, an unintended consequence of isolation
in a community where sexual activity is expected.
Therefore, attendance at a PWI may be a distal risk
factor, that which represents underlying vulnerability to
STI diagnosis during matriculation but not necessarily
a predictive relationship, for Black women’s potential
for STI diagnosis outside of this social context. More
specifically, PWI settings offer some explanation for
increased probability of STI exposure, as a result of a
complex combination of perceived campus integration,
minimal in-group discourse about STIs, and lack of
potential partners for Black women students. Their
potential for STI exposure then is not pathological, it’s
institutional.
Socio-Sexual Networks on Campus
Cultural isolation of Black women at this PWI creates
small, insular social networks, mostly comprised of
peers who act as support systems, and understand
shared cultures and experiences, the majority of whom
are also part of the small population of Black women
on campus. Participants viewed these networks as
sources of support and protection from campus hookup culture, but also acknowledged that such support is
focused on immediate decisions about hook-up culture
participation rather than sex behaviors or protections.
Likewise, members use knowledge of hook-up culture
participation among one another, and with other
members of the campus community to make decision
about their own participation in hook-up culture on
campus.
Perceptions of being “othered” on campus, in this
case feeling as they are not part of the “normative”
campus culture, and therefore perpetually vulnerable
to being ostracized, then, simultaneously encourage
Black women students to create networks of protection
and maintains low levels of campus integration in
this predominately white setting. Participants were
not explicitly asked about how their perceptions of
themselves as “others” on campus impacted their access
to information on sexual health on campus, and yet
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almost of the participants alluded to this information
clog during interviews. This also stunts peer relationship
development and potentially increases their likelihood
of STI diagnosis because Black women in the site were
often two layers removed (race and gender) from
underground knowledge and rumors used by white and
non-Black women on campus as forms of protection
while participating in hook-up culture. Participants
explicitly discussed how this absence of institutional
access negatively impacted their sexual interactions
as part of hook-up culture. Aneesa5, a junior, explains
when asked how she makes decisions about who to
hook-up with, if she does at all,
ANEESA: “I try to keep up with the [info] about who
to avoid. What guys are too aggressive or don’t like
condoms or whatever. But I don’t know. Especially the
white guys. How am I supposed to know?”

These socio-sexual networks also negatively impact
hook-up culture participation on campus by increasing
the likelihood the Black women members overlap sexual
partners while on campus, or choose to opt-out of
campus hook-up culture all together, but is not a regular
source of sexual health discourse. Participation is not
moralized, but rather is based on practicality. If one is
to participate in hook-up culture, then it is likely that
they will engage in sexual interactions with people who
have existing network connections, sexual or otherwise.
Decisions made by Black women in this environment
were based on perceived knowledge about potential
partners, and assumed benefits or disadvantages to each
individual hook-up. In this way, participants described
hook-up culture participation as measure of tolerance
of the network-provided knowledge about potential
partners.
Kim, a Black woman respondent in her third year,
laments the pervasiveness of hook-up culture on
campus, and the potential for overlapping partners
further highlighting the role social networks play in
these decisions.
KIM: “You’re in a love triangle with almost everyone
you meet here. It’s awful, it’s like everyone just hooks
up with everyone else. And it’s weird, and it’s gross,
and I’m not a huge fan of it so I stick to myself. It’s just
strange to me…Not that I don’t hook-up with [guys].
It’s just gross. You have to be careful.”

Knowledge of their peers (or assumption thereof)
The names and identifying characteristics of all interview
participants have been changed.
5
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rate of participation in hook-up culture informs
their willingness to engage in sexual interaction on
campus themselves – and with whom. When I ask if
she’s “hooked-up” with anyone in the last 12 months,
her response illuminates the eternal conflict for Black
women in this setting.
KIM: “Well…yeah. But he’s not like that.”

In this case, Kim’s negative perception of the culture
itself, as well as its participants, and her perception
of the statistical likelihood of partner-sharing leaves
Kim with little interest in participating, but it does not
stop her. Her acknowledgement of the small number
of desirable potential partners leads the perception of
hook-up culture participation for her, and by extension
the other women in her socio-sexual network faced
with similar limited sexual partner options. Although
Kim never explicitly mentions potential for STI
diagnosis as part of her apprehension, the belief that
hook-ups are “weird” and “gross” within a community
that normalizes such behavior suggests an underlying
understanding of the potential for contracting STIs
amid small socio-sexual networks, but not necessarily
abstention, to ensure continued sexual health. Instead,
Black women students perceive the setting, and the
limited availability of preferred partners as increasing
the likelihood of partner-sharing. They may not make
explicit epidemiological connections to their feelings,
but Black women students’ hesitations about hookup culture participation suggest some understanding
of the negative impacts of participation. However,
participation leads to increased risk of infection,
regardless of participants’ negative perceptions of hookup culture in theory.
There is a cognitive dissonance between participants’
perceptions of campus hook-up culture and their actual
participation. Though hook-up culture participation is
perceived as distasteful, participants also acknowledge
that integration within the campus community is, at
least partially, facilitated by that same participation.
Bianca, a senior interview participant, acknowledges
the interconnectedness of sexual partners, and describes
the alternative (to abstain from participation) as a social
and romantic death. She reports multiple partners in
the preceding year, explaining,
BIANCA: “If you hook-up with one of the Black guys
here there’s a good chance he’s also been with someone
you know. It’s annoying. You either have to get over it,
or be alone.”
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“Is that bad,” I ask, hoping she’ll offer a more detailed given earlier reports of sporadic condom use. Meghan,
explanation. Her response was blunt.
a graduating senior, struggles to reconcile her answers,
BIANCA: “Who wants to be alone in college? You come
to college not to be alone.”

MEGHAN: I guess…I’m not sure. I just don’t see myself
getting one [an STI]. I’m not out there like that.

Alone, it can be assumed in this case, speaks not
just to the momentary absence of a sexual partner, or
participation in the hook-up culture, but rather being
ostracized from the campus community more broadly.
Participation in hook-up culture is certainly not
mandated, but does represent another opportunity for
students to ingratiate themselves within the community,
a necessity for cultural integration in the space. It makes
sense then, that conversations about hook-up culture
participation among Black women focuses on how to
emerge with an intact social identity, rather than more
seemingly obscure and less immediately pressing issues
like potential for infection.

References to being “out there” directly reflect earlier
distaste in hook-up culture participation. Meghan
perceives of regular hook-up culture participation as
potentially unclean and therefore regular participants
are more likely to be exposed to STIs than herself.
This reasoning suggests, perhaps because of lack of
discourse, Meghan may be unintentionally increasing
potential STI exposure as a result of her perception of
herself in this specific environment.
Throughout the study, participants reported few
explicit conversations about sexual health or sex
behaviors, either in public discourse or intimate
conversation. Interview participants regularly cited
Google as their go-to for answers to questions about
sex, sex behaviors, and sex risks. The lack of consistent
network discourse about preventative sexual health
practices perpetuates this issue. Students in the site are
not engaging in discussions about sexual health, although
they readily engage in sexual interactions. Instead,
they’re crowd-sourcing sexual health information from
the internet, and increasing the potential for mistakes in
protection to be made in the process. This is happening
despite college-funded conversations on issues of
sexual health throughout the school year. Black women
students, because they are perpetually marginalized on
campus, are not likely to know about or attend such oncampus events. In small closed sexual networks rates of
misinformation are high and easily proliferated among
friends. Danielle, a first-year student, highlights the
impact lack of access to these discussions has on Black
women students in the site.

Discourse or Action
Across the study, participants reported very little
discussion amongst one another about the potential
outcomes of hook-up culture participation besides
pregnancy. Specific questions posed about condom
use found these women most immediately concerned
about how a pregnancy during college would negatively
impact their career goals, and potentially disappoint
their families. When I ask about what contraception
means to her, Kim explained,
KIM: “I’m just trying to make sure I don’t end up
pregnant and then can’t finish school. Sex isn’t worth
all that to me.”

Only one participant specifically discussed condom
use as a sexual health issue. Limited internal discussions
of sexual health for these Black women, coupled with
perceptions of being ostracized such that participation
in external public discourse on sexual health offered by
the college is also limited, mean less access to resources
and information to inform decision-making in sexual
interactions. Instead, Black women in the site focused
on the importance of pregnancy prevention to guide
contraception use, but did not regularly rely on its use in
the effort to prevent pregnancy. One interview question
specifically asked how likely participants perceived
themselves to contract an STI in the ensuing five-year
period. Almost all respondents answered “none” or
“almost no chance” but had difficulty explaining why not

DANIELLE: “If I had a question about herpes or
pregnancy or condoms or something? I guess [I’d use]
Google. I don’t really talk about this stuff with like
people. I don’t believe we have enough conversations
about this. They just give out condoms. I don’t really
think there is much talk about it though.”

Students’ “sexual literacy”, an individual’s beliefs
about health, contraception and pregnancy is important
to their perceptions of personal sexual health, and
subsequent sex behaviors. Black women of all ages
score lower on measures of sexual literacy, tending to
believe more inaccuracies than white women (Guzzo
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2010). Findings suggest this difference is largely related
to setting and social position. In the site, Black women
participants lack detailed sexual health information,
as well as consistent and reliable public discourse
increasing their potential for STI risk, disadvantages
which directly result from their structural and cultural
marginalization on campus. Black women’s needs,
opinions, and desires around sexual interaction are
largely ignored and undiscussed in campus discourse
negatively impacting their overall sexual health in this
context.
CONCLUSIONS
“Normative” institutional arrangements in higher
education are such that Black women students at this
PWI have difficulty developing both friendships and
romantic relations because of a lack of consistent
institutional support to bridge the demographic gaps
across the student body. As a consequence, they also lack
the social, emotional, and psychological protections of
an extensive network of relationships enjoyed by their
white peers. Participation in hook-up culture under
these conditions then exposes Black women to potential
STI diagnosis in ways unique to this setting.
Participants’ decision-making about sexual interactions
is not pathological, rather dependent on their access to
communities they perceive as those in which they fit in
easily, a steady supply of “suitable” potential partners,
and enough social connections on campus to keep
them safe and apprised of potential sexual danger.
Because Black women students are not well integrated
into the campus community their ability to access
such secondary defenses against STI diagnosis, like
network gossip and informally shared health and safety
information, is minimized. As a result, PWIs become
one place, ostensibly of many, where Black women’s
potential for STI diagnosis is intensified.
More broadly, the findings described here highlight
the problem of diversity without inclusion at PWIs.
Clearly, these participants need institutionally provided
structural supports to ensure they don’t simply exist
on campus as tangible representations of diversity
initiatives, but instead can picture themselves a part of
campus culture rather than on the margins of it. More
resources to fund multiple Black student organizations –
not just a Black Student Union (or similar organization),
especially for Black women, and that reflect their lived
experiences, is good first step to improve Black women
students’ integration on PWI campuses. It is clear
that there are differences in Black women students’

mechanisms of information acquisition compared to
their white peers at PWIs. These women don’t trust
existing structural supports because they’ve already
written them off as not “for them”. The addition of
institutionally funded organizations focused on the
needs of Black women will ensure multiple access
points for information about potential for STI diagnosis
and general safe-sex practices in a way that is currently
missing.
This study’s findings suggest more attention should
be paid to the role of contextual environments in race
and gender disparities in STI diagnoses in the U.S.
Just as the study of health outcomes in urban versus
suburban settings predicts obesity in food deserts,
and chronic asthma in inner cities, both higher
among Black people who are more likely to live in
those areas, perhaps examinations of Black women’s
isolation in predominately white spaces can help us
better understand their endemic STI rates. Especially
when, for many, isolation in public spaces is perpetual.
Most importantly, uncovering the types of contextual
environments in which Black women’s potential
for STI diagnosis is high, and then identifying the
existing structures and cultures informing information
acquisition and subsequent decision-making in sites
allows us to understand sexual health among Black
women in a more nuanced fashion, rather than
continuing to study them as a monolithic group with
collective pathologies which cause risky behavior.
Studying Black women as distinct social communities
based on context is the first step to lowering their
disproportionately high STI rates nationwide.
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Abstract
Going back to the 1980s, this paper examines sociologists’ apparent lack of interest in doing research on domestic
or international adoption, including presenting papers at national sociology meetings and publishing articles and
books on the topic. The author examines the thesis that sociologists who do work on controversial, but important,
topics and issues, including adoption, may perceive themselves as marginalized among sociology colleagues because
they 1. lack visibility and numerical support among other sociologists; and 2. lack access to sociological venues
through which to present their work to interested audiences and to publish it in mainstream venues. Ruggiero
reflects on her experience as a sociologist of adoption since 1997, examines factors may explain sociologists' lack of
interest in adoption as a legitimate topic for sociological research, and identifies opportunities and incentives that
may encourage more sociologists to study adoption and other important but controversial topics. She concludes
with a section about how more sociologists can move their work from marginal to mainstream.
Keywords: sociology of the family, international adoption, older child adoption, adoption from the U. S. child
welfare system
Introduction
Adoption dates back to ancient times. One example
is Moses’ adoption by Pharaoh’s daughter. In the book
of Exodus, we learn that Moses’s biological mother,
Jochebed, made an adoption plan for her son in order
to save the infant Moses from death by drowning in the
Nile, as Pharaoh ordered should happen to all newborn
Jewish males. Moses’ sister, Miriam, kept watch as the
infant floated down the Nile in a watertight basket for
Pharaoh’s daughter to find him. Subsequently, Miriam
approaches Pharaoh’s daughter who agrees to hire
Jochebed to nurse him until he is weaned. Moses is then
delivered back to Pharaoh’s daughter and he officially
becomes her son. A second example is from Ancient
Rome.
A second example is from Ancient Rome. To arrange
the adoption of a male child, some higher-status
families looked to less-wealthy families who had more
sons than they could afford to raise. In such cases the

biological parents of the male child had to agree to the
adoption and “execute a deed” making over the child
to the other family. From that point on, the child no
longer had any claims on his biological parents. In
these situations, adoption was viewed as a workable
solution for both families. Certain categories of people
(i.e., vestals, certain palace officials, and slaves) were not
allowed to object to their child’s adoption by another
family. Abandoned children had no parents to object to
an adoption. In the United States, domestic adoption,
both formal and informal, has been a popular way to
build and/or expand families since the founding of this
country.
In the United States, domestic adoption, both formal
and informal, has been a popular way to build and/
or expand families since the founding of this country.
During the 20th century, domestic adoptions in the U. S.
increased in the post-WWII period and peaked in 1970,
when 175,000 domestic adoptions took place (Bonham
1977). Using data from nationally representative
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samples of women aged 15-44 years, collected by
National Surveys of Family Growth (NSFG) in 1973,
1982, 1988, and 1995, Chandra et al. (1999) found that
the percentage of never-married women in this age
group who had ever adopted a child declined from 2.1
percent in 1973 to 1.3 percent in 1995. In recent years,
most domestic adoptions of non-infants are from the U.
S. Public Foster Care system.
After World War II, adopting children born in other
countries also became a way for Americans to build
families. International adoptions to the U. S. expanded in
the mid-1950s with the adoption of increasing numbers
of children born in South Korea and western Europe.
Between September 11, 1957-June 30, 1969—the earliest
years for which the U. S. Citizen Information Service
(C. I. S.), formerly known as the U. S. Immigration
and Naturalization Service (I.N.S.), reported data on
adoptees from sending countries in Europe and Asia
to the U. S., over 20,000 children born outside the U.
S. joined American families through adoption. During
that time period, 61% of the international adoptees
came from Asia--more than half of them from South
Korea. International adoptees from Europe were fewer
(i.e., 39%).
During the 1970s, almost 50,000 immigrant orphans
entered the U. S. either as adoptees or to be adopted.
This number increased to 77,606 children in the 1980s.
The 1990s showed a further increase in international
adoptions to 102,380 children-- with adoptees to the U.
S. beginning to come from Russia and other countries
in eastern Europe (e.g., Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Romania,
and Bulgaria). Between 1991 and 2011 inclusively, for
example, Americans adopted 58,708 children from
Russia alone.
Between 2000-2011, the number of international
adoptions by U. S. parents continued to increase,
doubling from the 1990s total of 102,380 to 206,5351.
During the first decade of the 21st century, U. S.
government statistics show that Americans adopted
more children internationally than they did during any
single decade of the 20th century.
In sum, between 1970-2010, Americans adopted
a total of 434,000 foreign-born children. Overall,
international adoptions of immigrant children by
American citizens lessened in total numbers during
the second decade of the 21st century. Some countries
either slowed down (e.g., Ukraine) sending children
to the U. S, or stopped sending adoptees entirely (e.g.,
See U. S. C. I. S., Immigrants Admitted as Orphans by Sex, Age,
and Region and Selected Country of Birth (Table 14 1986-1991;
Table 15, 1992-2002; Table 10, 2003-2004; Table 12, 2005.
1
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Romania in 2005, Russia in 2014). Changing geopolitical conditions and an increasing amount of
negative media attention about troubled adoptees and
their beleaguered American adoptive parents were two
reasons for the changes in Russian adoption policies to
the United States.
International adoption to the U. S., overall, has been
a thriving business for decades. At this writing, the
largest number of foreign-born children that Americans
have adopted are from the People’s Republic of China
(PRC). The second largest number are from Russia. The
total number of international adoptions by U. S. citizens
declined further between 2012-2019. In 2019, China
sent fewer than 1,000 adoptees to the United States.
Literature Review
In examining the coverage and treatment of adoption
as a topic in college textbooks on the family, published
from the 1960s through the early 1990s, Hall and
Stolley (1997) found that adoption was only minimally
covered and actually declined between 1988 and 1993.
Specifically, these authors reported that the coverage of
adoption in the books they analyzed averaged (a mean)
of 2.0 pages in texts published in the 1960s and actually
declined to 1.1 pages for texts published between 1988
through 1993.
About 10 years later, Fisher (2003a) reviewed 21 texts
and 16 readers on the family. He reported that texts
averaged only 2.0 pages on adoption and readers, 3.78
pages. More startling is that Fisher discovered that, when
present, the portrayal of adoption in these texts was
negative— as “fraught with risks and hazards.” According
to Fisher (2003a: 156-157): “Worst case scenarios were
often presented as though they were typical of adoption,
and the books’ negative generalizations about adoption
were in many cases not supported by empirical data.”
Even more recently, Perry (2013) added his conclusions
regarding the lack of sociological publications on
adoption, and, more specifically, the lack of publications
in “flag ship” sociology journals. After doing a critical
examination of sociologists’ contributions to the
published sociological literature on adoption, going
back to 1980, Perry (2013:1) concluded that: “Adoption
is arguably the most neglected family relationship in
the sociology of the family.” He based this statement
on the lack of sociological research on adoption (or
foster care) in either the American Sociological Review
(ASR) or the American Journal of Sociology (AJS). Both
journals are considered by most sociologists to be the
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top two journals in sociology. Perry went on to say
that the neglect of sociological research on adoption
and foster care has happened because sociologists have
mistakenly let researchers in other fields--including
social work, psychology, history, and mental health,
dominate research and writing about adoption research.
In his brief look for articles on any aspect of adoption
published in the Journal of Marriage and Family (JMF),
Perry discovered that, except for an article by Smock
and Greenland (2010), most of the articles on adoption
that the JMF published were by scholars in social work,
psychology, or family science.
With the lack of visibility and the negative portrayal
of adoption in student texts and in prestigious sociology
journals, it is not surprising that, historically, few
sociologists have engaged in doing research, writing, or
speaking about adoption a national-level conferences
or in mainstream sociology journals. Until the 1980s,
publications on adoption appeared to be peripheral to
the interests of mainstream sociology which focused on
“basic” rather than “applied topics, and, generally, on
less controversial topics.
Some sociologists who did work on doing adoption
research, publishing, and presenting about adoption
issues, likely felt marginalized by/among other
sociologists. Marginalization was due, in large part, to
the definition of the boundaries of appropriate scholarly
domains for sociology and sociologists and to the lack
of access to sociological venues through which to bring
their work on adoption into the mainstream. Therefore,
relatively few North American sociologists have been
visible doing research, publishing, and presenting
papers on the important, but controversial, of adoption
during that time period.
2
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Marriage and Family Review and International Review
of Sociology. A few sociologists have written books
(Kirk 1984; Feigelman and Silverman 1983; Simon et al.
1992, 1994, 2000a, 2000b; Tessler et al. 1999; Ruggiero
2007b). Three sociologists have either co-authored
(Altstein and. Simon 1990) or written book chapters on
adoption (Wegar 1998; Ruggiero 2007a).
Fisher (2003b:2) noted that, prior to 2000, sociological
work on adoption and the sociologists who produced
this work, did not get much attention or recognition
from other sociologists who study the family. The
published sociological literature on adoption between
1984 and 2000 supports Fisher’s conclusion.
The thesis of this paper is that sociologists who
work on controversial, but important, topics and
issues, including adoption, may perceive themselves as
marginalized among sociology colleagues because they
lack
1. visibility and numerical support among other
sociologists and
2. access to sociological venues through which to bring
their work into the mainstream.
Where Are the ‘Sociologists of Adoption’ in
Recognized Sociology Journals?

If a journal has either sociology or family in its title,
at least some of the articles it publishes should be by
sociologists working in the field of adoption. However,
Fisher (2003b), discovered only six articles and four
book reviews on adoption published in the Journal of
Marriage and the Family during the 1990s. He does
not say whether any of the authors of these articles
American and Canadian Sociologists Who Have or reviews were sociologists. Fisher also states that he
Worked in the Field of Adoption
found no references to adoption in the Key Word Index
of this journal’s 439-page review on research on the
In searching the published literature on domestic family in the 1990s. Similarly, the1999 edition of the
and international adoption between 1984 and 2018, Handbook of Marriage and the Family, a 750+ page
I discovered only a handful of sociologists who have volume, contained only four references on adoption.
published work on adoption-related topics. Some have
Except for several articles written by sociologists and
published articles (Miall 1987, 1994, 1996; March & Miall published in the journal Family Relations, sociologists
2000; Feigelman 1997; Feigelman et al, 1998; Goldberg of adoption appeared to seek publication of their work
1997, 2001). Of these sociologists, only Goldberg in journals outside of sociology-- typically social work
(1997, 2001) appears to have published her research on journals where there seems to be is more receptive
Romanian adoptees in recognized sociology journals: editors and readership (See, for example, Della Cava et
al. 2004; Ruggiero and Johnson 2009).
2
The ASR article was about adoptive parents (Hamilton, Cheng,
Like other scientists, sociologists are motivated to
and Powell 2007) and the AJS article was on Korean adoptees
do research and write about topics that are important
(Shaio and Tuan 2008).
to them. It is not surprising then that, among the
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handful of sociologists who have done research and
published on the topic of adoption, most are adoptive
parents themselves (i.e., Kirk, Fiegelman, Fisher,
Goldberg, Ruggiero, and Tessler). However, Simon,
one of the most well-known sociologists of adoption is
not an adoptive parent. Simon’s research and writing
about adoption was motivated by her interest in interracial adoption, especially of black children by whites
and the controversy that surrounded it. Black social
workers had taken a position strongly against black
children being adopted by white families. Simon’s
research challenged that policy and was central to then
President Clinton’s 1997 decision to make a child’s need
for a family a more important factor than the race of the
family that adopted him/her/them. The fact that Simon
co-authored and article (1990) and books with Harold
Alstein (1992, 2000a) and others authors (1994, 2000b)
whose expertise is in social work, a closer field to work
on adoption issues, may have allowed her to more easily
cross over into the field of adoption which has typically
been the domain of social work.
What kind of message does mainstream sociology’s
apparent lack of interest in adoption send sociologists
who studied the family during the 1980s and 1990s? As
older-child domestic adoptions from foster care and
international adoptions became more common, and the
numbers of sociologists who attended national meetings
increased, one would expect that adoption would be a
topic of increased visibility at professional meetings of
sociologists. This did not appear to be the case: Very
few sociologists interested in discussing family issues
like older-child and special needs adoptions appeared
in Conference programs at American Sociological
Association (ASA) or at meetings of applied sociologists,
including the Sociological Practice Association (SPA)
and the Society for Applied Sociology (SAS).
My Experiences Presenting Papers on International
Adoption at National-Level Sociology Conferences
I presented my first paper on international adoption
(Ruggiero 1997) in the sociological practice session at
the 93rd Annual Meeting of the American Sociological
Association in Toronto, Canada. Dr. Robert Dentler, an
applied sociologist, scheduled my paper in the papers
panel he organized that year. I was fortunate to be able to
give my first presentation on international adoption to
a sizeable audience. As the last presenter, however, my
time to speak was limited. Nevertheless, I was thrilled
to have the opportunity to discuss my work and was
hopeful about having many more such opportunities at
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future professional meetings. I presented twice more at
ASA conferences (Ruggiero 2001a, 2004).
Subsequently, I sought opportunities to present
my research at sociology conferences. I found them
primarily at applied sociology conferences: The
Sociological Practice Association (Ruggiero 2001b),
The Society for Applied Sociology (Ruggiero 2003) and
the Association for Applied and Clinical Sociology (in
2005, 2011, 2013).
Except for the 1997 ASA Conference, the number of
attendees at sessions at the two ASA meetings where I
presented, was small. I will use the 2004 ASA Conference
as an illustration. At these meetings, I presented a paper
(Ruggiero 2004) in the Section on Family roundtables.
The roundtable format was a new one for me. So I was
curious to see what kind of turnout we would have for
that session. The time was decent, early afternoon, and
the choice of city, San Francisco, outstanding. However,
at a national meeting which boasted record attendance,
only four people were at that roundtable: The session
chair, who was actually a substitute for the official chair,
and (we) three presenters. The other two presenters
were graduate students working on their MA or Ph.D.
degrees. All of the presenters and the moderator were
women. Despite our giving thoughtful and important
presentations at that roundtable, no one else got to hear
the issues we discussed.
Perhaps the meeting day, time, size of meeting
attendance, competition from other sessions scheduled
at the same time influenced session attendance.
Although these variables likely did have some effect, I
wondered what else could have been responsible for the
lack of an audience at our roundtable.
What Factors Might Explain Sociologists' Lack
of Interest in Adoption as a Legitimate Topic for
Research?
I consider four possible explanatory factors:
1. That research on adoption has been stigmatized.
Historically, adoption appears to have been viewed as a
minor topic. “Orphans” have been traded or “bought”
by “enterprising” individuals over the years. Like slaves,
they were secondary individuals. An example of this
secondary status is the orphan trains which operated
between 1850 and 1920 in the Midwest.3 The children
had absolutely no control over who would “adopt” them
or how they would be treated, whether as a member
See http://www.adoptionclubhouse.org/03_homework/02_
history/03_civilwar.html.
3

The Challenges and Rewards of Presenting and Publishing Sociological Research on Adoption: An Historical
Reflection on Searching for an Audience
of the family or as an unpaid worker. Some of those
children, unfortunately, were not even true orphans—
that is, were not parentless.
Many Muslim countries have no legal mechanism
for domestic adoption and do not allow international
adoption. Islamic children are not allowed to be
adopted because adoption would require changing
their true identity. In such a case, an adopted Muslim
child would be placed in a potentially difficult position
when seeking a marriage partner: The risk of violating
a taboo if his or her blood lineage is unknown. In many
cultures, orphans are considered among the outcasts of
society, living outside of family and some living on the
streets. They are unwanted and unprotected.
Therefore, adoption is a difficult topic to research as
well as to contain because of changing circumstances
and geopolitical boundaries. In recent decades,
adoption of older children, especially from troubled
early circumstances, was not a “feel good” enough
topic to motivate investigation or warrant publication.
Publishers did not actively seek or consider publishing
books on adoption, unless such books would likely
be high-volume sellers and/or make the editors and
potential readers “feel good.” The net effect is that
contracts for books about older-child adoption have
been few.
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3. That research and writing about adoption is the
domain of the disciplines of social work, psychology,
and psychiatry rather sociology.

Professionals in these fields studied and wrote about
adoption first, laying claim and establishing their
legitimacy in doing and publishing adoption research.
If sociologists disagree with the notion that adoption
is outside our “turf,” we need to ask ourselves what
the sociological perspective and our understanding
the contextual and other variables that affect adoption
outcomes can add to the body of research on adoption.
We also need to ask ourselves if sociologists view
adoption as a legitimate way to form or expand families.
Do we think that doing research on, and writing about,
adoption will not be as highly regarded or rewarded in
the same way writing about other topics may be?
Regarding research crossing over into other scholarly
domains, I was pleased that one of my articles on
international adoption was accepted for publication by
The Child & Adolescent Social Work Journal (Ruggiero
and Johnson 2009). I was also pleased that Transaction
Publishers agreed to include an article by Kathy Johnson
and myself in an Appendix at the end of my book on
Eastern European Adoption (Ruggiero and Johnson
2007c). Our rationale for doing that was to publish
a practical piece that would be useful to pre-adoptive
2. That adoption has been viewed as a women’s issue/ parents interested in international adoption, social
topic, although one that seems to fall outside of the workers preparing them (pre-adoption) and providing
field of Women’s and Gender Studies.
(post-adoption) services.
Recently, I have read about research on domestic
Since single men as well as single women adopt, why adoption from the U. S. foster care system, conducted
is adoption not a “men’s issue” too? One reason may by teams of researchers from different disciplines,
be that, to men, adoption is not an income-producing including sociology and social work. I saw that some
topic. After all, adoption costs money and takes both recent articles by these cross-disciplinary teams were
time and considerable effort! Men are inclined to be published in sociology journals (Font et al. 2018; Berger
more interested in income-producing topics, such et al. 2018)
as organization and business. Men’s issues, such as
business, also become status enhancing. Perhaps, 4. That the lack of substantial, or any, funding from
women initiate adoption to a greater extent than men government or private sources has discouraged more
do, even among heterosexual couples. A second reason sociologists from doing research on adoption.
may be that, beginning the mid-1990s, international
adoption started to receive some sensationalistic media Opportunities/Incentives That Might Motivate More
attention and became a negatively charged topic. In Sociologists to Study Adoption
his article on adoption for the 2003 Annual Review of
Sociology, Fisher (2003b) states: “Despite the fact that
Here I consider four factors that might help turn
adoption is hardly unusual, it has received remarkably more sociologists of the family in the direction of doing
little attention from sociologists.”
adoption research:
1. The opportunity to study important research
questions about contemporary families. For example:
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• In what ways have families changed and how has
adoption figured into these changes?
• Do adoptive parents and others currently think that
there is a stigma (Miall 1987) attached to adoption?
• What factors can improve adoption outcomes for
special needs children and their adoptive parents?
• How do race, ethnicity, social class, gender, and sexual
orientation influence the way diverse types of families
are formed and function in contemporary society?

79
3. The opportunity to link sociological research to
action in the area of adoption policy and practice.

Sociologists have a lot to offer in studying adoption:
a contextual framework, using social facts to explain
social outcomes, a dynamic perspective in studying
issues, the training which allows us to see the links
between the micro and macro levels of analysis, and
skills in drawing out implications for change. With the
exception of Simon’s work on trans-racial adoptions,
2. The opportunity to disseminate the results of sociological work in the field of adoption has yet to be
our research in ways and through mechanisms visible enough to influence policy or practice decisions
which reach diverse audiences—the general public, on any level of government.
prospective adoptive parents, practitioners who work
with adoptees, as well as other sociologists.
4. The availability of sufficient funding to study
adoption, both domestic and international.
The opportunity to share my research with diverse
audiences was a major motivating factor for me. In
After I had collected data from my Phase I (mailed
2005, when I began seeking a publisher for my book questionnaire) and Phase II (telephone interview)
manuscript on adoption from Eastern Europe, my plan surveys, I applied for, and received, a small grant from
was to reach more than a single audience. I discovered, the Committee to Aid Faculty Research (CAFR) at
at that time, that publishers did not respond well to Providence College (PC). Receiving this grant allowed
“cross-over” books—that is, to books geared to both me to fund the costs of hiring a graduate student from
professional and popular audiences. I have also learned another university to assist with coding and a part-time
that presses like Praeger and Greenwood Press, which secretary to type up the telephone interviews. I was also
used to publish sociological books on adoption, have fortunate to be able to hire a series of undergraduate
changed their focus.
work-study students, paid for directly by PC, to assist
To disseminate information about my research on me with data analysis and other tasks.
older-child and sibling adoptions from Russia and
Most professional sociologists would laugh at the
other Eastern European countries, I gave presentations very modest funding I had, while I was also teaching
at several regional adoption conferences in both full-time. However, at the time, there was little to no
Massachusetts and Rhode Island prior to, and after, funding for research on international adoption from
my book came out. Especially at the annual ACONE private or government sources.
conference, I found a more receptive audience for my
In the late 1990s, a few international adoption agencies
research.
sponsored their own research on the families with
Sometimes people who heard about my research whom they worked to arrange international adoptions
reached out to me privately, often by email. I have (See, for example, Claus and Baxter 1997; Cradle of
shared my research findings with post-adoptive parents Hope Adoption Center 1998). More recently, when
of Eastern European children available for adoption state or local government funding has been available,
outside of Russia, typically by U. S. families. I have the funding has been for research on domestic adoptions
also talked by telephone with pre-adopters who wanted from the U. S. foster care system. The authors have been
information and some perspective about the direction part of a multi-disciplinary team of researchers (See, for
of their adoption plans. My goal in doing this was to example, Font et al. 2018; Berger et al. 2018).
listen, provide information, and offer some perspective.
I never discouraged anyone who asked for my take on Sociology Between the Gaps: A Journal Whose Time
their situation or plans.
Had Come
Based, in part, on the lack of sociological publications
on the topic of adoption, upon my retirement from fulltime teaching, I decided to start a new journal which
would fill a few of the publishing gaps left by mainstream
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journals. This new journal, entitled Sociology Between
the Gaps: Forgotten and Neglected Topics,4 would
publish articles, point of view essays, film and book
reviews in each volume, typically on an annual basis.
In the second and third volumes, we also published
an Etcetera section of short pieces related to a theme
addressed in one of the first three volumes.
Sociology Between the Gaps (SBG) would be
innovative in several ways. It would be sociological
and cross-disciplinary, published online rather than in
printed form, available at no cost to a global readership,
and require no review fee from authors who submit
manuscripts for review. Individual articles would
appear online as soon as they are accepted.
Most submissions accepted for publication in SBG go
through more than one set of revisions. The final draft
of a submission we accept for publication generally
appears in a volume of SBG within weeks (not months)
after I receive the final draft from the author(s).
Similar to articles published in other sociology
journals, manuscripts published as articles are peer
reviewed. As of this writing, we have published four
volumes of SBG with the fifth volume wrapping up
soon. I serve as the first (volunteer) Editor-in-Chief of
SBG.
Starting this journal has been one of the most
rewarding experiences of my career as a sociologist. Not
only have I been able to publish articles and other pieces
on important but neglected topics, including adoption
from the U. S. foster care system (Ruggiero 2014-2015).
But also, through Digital Commons, I can observe and
track the popularity of each article or other piece we
publish on a monthly basis and where our readers are
located.

politicians, the public, etc.?
As I have said before, adoption is a controversial
topic. This is especially the case in older-child adoptions
because the potential outcome for the child and family,
ranging from successful to troubled, is unknown at the
start. The outcomes of some international adoptions
have been sensationalized; for example, the death of the
Polreis adoptee in Colorado and the parents’ subsequent
trial (Cannellos 1997; Liebovitch 1997).
In writing about adoption, there is always the chance
that we, or others, may not “feel good” about some
of the results of our research. We cannot control the
responses of other people to our work. We can only
control our research plan and being careful to be
objective in analyzing and reporting all of the results in
a fair, unbiased way.
Taking on controversial topics likely means going
out of our comfort zone. That said, who is willing to
take on controversial topics and talk about both the
good and bad news? Are established sociologists (i.e.,
“veterans”) or newcomers at the periphery of discipline
of sociology more likely to take risks in their choice of
topics to investigate? Status in a professions matters.
The availability of funding to support a well-designed
research project, especially a longitudinal project,
also matters a lot. Without recognition within one’s
discipline and obtaining substantial funding to support
a research project, such projects will remain a dream or
wish unattained.

CONCLUSION

Altstein, H. and R. J. Simon. 1990. "Introduction." In
Intercultural Adoption: A Multicultural Perpsective,
ed. H Alstein, R Simon, pp. 1-15. New York: Praeger.

Thinking Critically About How Sociologists Can
Move Their Work from Marginal to Mainstream
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By
Emily Stier Adler

As a retired professor, my local Y has become an
important place for me for social interaction. When
I had a young family and worked full-time, I felt
so pressed for time that I could just about fit in one
volunteer activity, participation in a few social groups
and a once a week walk with a friend or time at a gym.
Life was too busy and full of social interaction to think
about adding anything else. But once my children left
home and I retired, I felt the need to replace some of
the social interactions provided by family members and
work colleagues.
Studies about which I had
taught, on the effects of the
quality and quantity of
social relationships on
mental health, morbidity
and mortality (HoltLunstand et al. 2010), now
became relevant to me. I
know from my own
research using continuity
theory that people typically
make only moderate
changes in their activities
after retirement (Adler & Clark 2015). For example,
those with more years in the labor force were more
likely to pursue part-time paid work after retirement
than those with fewer years. Similarly, those who
volunteered while in the labor force were most likely to
continue or add to volunteer activities after retirement.
Those who had not volunteered were unlikely to start
despite expressed expectations to do so. I find these
patterns to be true for me. Post-retirement, I taught one

college-level course per year, continued to do research,
added two volunteer activities and joined or helped to
create several groups. A few years before retirement, I
became a grandparent which also provided important
new opportunities for a variety of social interactions.
The biggest change I made after retirement was to
gradually increase my hours spent exercising at the
local Y from two hours to 15 hours per week. One
by one, I added a variety of group classes. While the
physical benefits of exercising are important, I have
found the social connections equally important. I have
realized that the local Y is my “third place.” While I
am fortunate to have a healthy spouse, grown children
with families and a significant number of friends, I am
grateful to have a “third place” as part of my social
landscape.
In his classic book The Great Good Place (1989),
Ray Oldenburg identifies the first place as the home,
a place where we live most of our lives and usually
remain after we leave the workplace. The second place,
the work setting, may reduce individuals to a single
productive role and provide the means to a living,
but can also provide social interaction. The “great
good places” or “third places” are the “homes away
from home” where unrelated people can congregate
for pleasurable time together, often with no specific
purpose in mind (Oldenburg, 1999:xv). These third
places are typically accessible to the general public, do
not set formal criteria for membership or exclusion and
regard outside status as unimportant as, in the ideal, all
participant are seen as equal. Moreover, third places can
be seen as neutral ground, places where one is neither
host nor guest that can serve as sorting places to bring
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people together. Finding those one likes or with whom
one has things in common is often the starting point for
later associations (Oldenburg 1999:xviii).
Many elders have sources of social engagement and
recognize the benefits. In the United States, 24% of
those over 65 engage in one or more volunteer activities
(Bureau of Labor Statistics 2016) with improved health
and psychological well-being documented (Hidalgo
et al. 2013). In addition, 20% of all preschoolers are
cared for at least part time by grandparents (Laughlin
2013) with the great majority of grandparents providing
at least some grandchild care (Luo et al. 2012). The
grandparents Michele Hoffnung and I interviewed
(Adler & Hoffnung 2019) described the joys of caring
for grandchildren including the rich social connections it
provided. For others, friendship networks, membership
in groups and extended kin gatherings provide social
engagement and positive outcomes for life satisfaction.
Third places can be important to retired elders
even if they have other social networks. In addition to
helping people stay connected, third places can have
a community-building function if the interactions
strengthen ties within communities via informed public
discourse (Jeffres et al. 2009). In the public realm, a
third place can provide a space where diversity can be
comfortably experienced (Oldenburg 2008).
While I greatly enjoy the social interactions and the
support I give and get from my spouse, my friends,
the groups and organizations to which I belong, my
volunteer work and my connections to members of my
extended family, my local Y has become especially
important for social interaction. While I did have to join
and pay an annual fee, available need-based membership
scholarships make it appropriate to classify the Y as a
third place.
But third places don’t just happen. Over the past
few years, I have learned to introduce myself to many
co-participants and, as result, I know the names and a
bit of the social history of between one and ten people
in each of my group exercise classes. Some of them
have become good friends over time. While I am white
and over seventy as are many of my co-participants,
my friends include women who are African American,
Latina, immigrants from India and China and those
in other age cohorts, both younger and older. In this
third place, most days, I can show up and enjoy some
conversation with a diverse group of individuals.
One of the benefits, as Oldenburg notes, is that the
social interaction occurs with no commitments or
responsibilities as either host or guest.
Published more than thirty years ago, Oldenburg’s
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concept still has great validity although his list of
third places needs updating and his definition can
be expanded. He included bars, cafes, coffee shops,
community centers, barber and beauty shops, general
stores, drug stores and post offices. His work calls to
mind the bar presented in the television sitcom Cheers
(1982-1993). In the Cheers bar, people of different
social classes (although all white) were able to socialize
easily in a place where “everybody knows your name.”
More recently, Jeffres et al. (2009) focused on
third places using data from a national probability
sample phone survey of American households. One
question asked was “What are the opportunities for
communication in public places in your neighborhood,
for example, places where people might informally
chat or where friends and neighbors might go for a
conversation?” Twenty nine percent of the respondents
could not think of any place in their community where
they would go. Coffee shops, named by 13% of the
sample, were the most common third places identified.
Next most common were community centers, churches,
parks and outdoor recreation areas, neighborhood
places like streets and yards, clubs and organizations
and libraries. One important finding was that the
perceived presence of third places and the perceptions
of neighborhood quality were positively correlated.
Some researchers have suggested that libraries (with
or without food and beverages) can compete with
Starbucks and its clones to be third place (Harris 2007;
Coppola 2010). While the numbers of Americans who
attend meetings at their public library has decreased
in recent years, Americans still believe that libraries
are important to their community, their family and
themselves. Two thirds of all of those 16 and older
said that closing their local public library would have
a major impact on their community and one third felt
such closure would have a major impact on them or
their families (Pew Research Center 2013).
The internet provides on-line third places for some.
McArthur and White (2016) argue that regularly
scheduled Twitter chats can function as digital third
places -- sites of online sociability that both mirror and
deviate from physical gathering sites such as bars or
clubs. Pew Research Center data (2001) found virtual
communities (i.e., online groups that connect people
with common interests without any concern about
distance) play an important role in users’ lives.
Facebook is the most widely used social media
platform with some 69% of U.S. adults using Facebook
(Pew Research Center 2019). However, email, social
networking services such as Facebook and instant
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messaging may promote “glocalization” in that they
can be used as frequently to maintain nearby core social
ties as they are to maintain more geographical separated
ones (Pew Research Center 2009). Public spaces, such
as parks, libraries, community centers, restaurants,
coffee shops and other “third places” discussed by
Oldenburg, continue to be meeting places for social
interaction often in conjunction with on-line social
media. For example, compared to those who did not
use the internet, internet users were 42% more likely to
visit a public park or plaza and 45% more likely to visit
a coffee shop or café (Pew Research Center 2009).
To see if my experience of third places resonated
with others, I asked a non-random group of retired and
healthy elders all living independently to tell me about
their social interaction. Twenty-eight people (eight men
and 20 women) shared their experiences. All described
one or more places where they typically interact with
others at least once a week. After defining third places
and asking if any of those they listed fit the definition,
three quarters identified one or more as third places.
The third places listed were varied although the most
common were religious organizations, exercise classes,
sports venues/activities (i.e. golf, tennis, pickle ball),
book groups and volunteer activities. Mentioned at least
a few times were standing dates for lunch or coffee in
restaurants, groups that meet for games (i.e. scrabble,
trivia, mah jongg), several kinds of clubs, continuing
education classes, musical groups and senior centers.
Some indicated that a modification of the definition was
needed for inclusion. Example of this were groups that
met once a month in a library (less frequent but open to
all), organizations or clubs one must join to participate
(golf clubs, discussion groups, church groups and the
like) and those that have some requirement (such as
being able to sing to be in a choir or groups where
members have obligations such as hosting once a year).
While two thirds of American elders use the internet
and 40% have smart phones (Pew Research Center
2017), the use of digital or on-line options as third
places was limited in this sample of adults. Only five
of the twenty-eight mentioned on-line third places,
most frequently Facebook. For those without third
places, most did not want nor need a third place. For
them, their families, friends, social activities and the
like, were enough. One noted that he rarely feels the
need for any additional places to connect with others;
another said that her time was filled with chosen friends
in more private places and for now has all the contacts
and friends she can accommodate.
Almost all the third places listed had a primary goal
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with the social interaction that developed coming from
propinquity and shared activities. While taking a Zumba
class, going to a gardening, knitting or book club,
playing a game of scrabble, tennis or golf, participating
in an educational experience or working on a volunteer
project, the interaction with other participants sometimes
came to include as one noted “conversation, support,
laughter and friendship.” Another commented that the
third place helped to form “a network for sharing ideas
and a sense of community.”
Just as doing volunteer work, working part-time for
pay, keeping in touch with friends and family have all
been recommended as ways for elders to stay healthy,
mentally and physically, I suggest that third places are
equally important. While a discussion of architecture,
social policy and urban development that can encourage
third places is beyond the scope of this essay, I note
examples of places to emulate. Chicago’s Cultural
Center is open to all and offers many free visual art and
performance programs each year. Plazas and beaches
like the Inkwell beach on Martha’s Vineyard (Peters
2016) can encourage people to exercise and socialize
together. Parks and even park benches can promote
positive social interaction (Sagrero 2018).
Although it would be good to have many third places
and supportive public policy, when pushed, individuals
can create them. I leave readers with one example.
When asked about life in his Pensacola, Florida
neighborhood, Ray Oldenburg described his dismay
at his neighborhood in a subdivision. “It’s got privacy
built into it like you can’t believe. I thought, why do we
even have sidewalks? There’s never anybody on them. .
. [So] I converted our two-car garage into a bar, created
my own third place. I lucked onto a genuine mahogany
cabinet and stocked it with liquor. The refrigerator is
full of beer, there’s a little wine fridge, and so on. I don’t
like to drink that much anymore but I like to think I’m
a decent host. We have regular hours, Wednesday and
Sunday. All sorts of people come over: the library staff
at the university, a brother-in-law, a retired physician
and many others” (Oldenburg 2008).
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Marital Rape in a Global Context was originally written as a Blog post and posted on the then-active SBG Blog site
on April 11, 2019. Change and Human Interaction in Today’s Helter-Skelter World was written as a Blog post
and posted on the then-active SBG Blog site on October 7, 2019. In January, 2021, both pieces were moved to the
Retrospection section of this volume with the objective of increasing the visibility of the topics discussed in these pieces
and generating tastefully-written comments from knowledgeable readers. Please send all comments to the Editor-inChief: J. A. Ruggiero at jruggier@providence.edu.

Marital Rape in a Global Context
By Kersti Yllö and Gabriela Torres
Sexual violence in marriage has a history as old as the institution of marriage itself. But for millennia, marital rape – like
other forms of sexual assault – was considered a private trouble not a public issue. Early rape laws defined the assault
as a property crime against the husband or father whose wife or daughter was “defiled.” Under this framework marital
rape was an oxymoron since a wife was legally a husband’s sexual property. When 17th century rape laws – from British
common law to the Qing dynasty in China (Ng 1987) – sanctioned rape, it was considered a violation of a woman’s
chastity; again, not possible in the context of marriage. Further, British jurist Lord Matthew Hale in 1736 addressed
the issue of consent directly by declaring that “The husband cannot be guilty of a rape committed by himself upon
his lawful wife, for by their mutual consent and contract the wife hath given up herself in this kind unto her husband,
which she cannot retract” (Hale 1736). This ideology of permanent, irrevocable consent pervaded legal and cultural
conceptualizations of marriage and forced sex within it. And this ideology has global resonance, not because people on
many continents were influenced by Lord Hale, but because control of women’s bodies through marriage is foundational
to patriarchy. Through most of US history state laws generally defined rape as forced sex without the consent of the
woman other than one’s wife, granting immunity from prosecution to husbands with this “spousal exemption.” Marital
rape was not criminalized in all US states until 1993, when North Carolina eliminated its exemption for husbands.
The power relations that contextualize rape are critical, and the ways in which marital rape is currently legally condoned
varies globally. In the U. S., for example, forced sex in marriage is illegal, yet numerous attitudinal surveys show that
Americans regard the rape of a wife as far less serious than a similar assault on an acquaintance or stranger. Further,
marital rape is rarely prosecuted and almost always as an additional charge along with other violence, including murder.
In India, the Supreme Court ruled in February 2015 that marital rape was not a criminal offense. A government minister
then told the Parliament that marital rape could not be criminalized in India as “marriages are sacrosanct” in that
country (BBC News 2015).
There is tremendous variation cross-culturally in whether rape by a husband is regarded as a criminal violation, just
an “unfortunate reality”, or an “unquestioned wifely duty.” However, emerging research from countries ranging from
Vietnam to South Africa, to Guatemala to the U. S. is revealing a powerful commonality (Yllo and Torres 2016).
Regardless of law and cultural attitudes, women who experience sexual assault by their intimate partners describe
significant physical, emotional, and social suffering. But now, women’s voices are being heard. As one American woman
explained, “somebody brought up the question of marital rape and I was still way too brainwashed and I was like, what
are you talking about? I was his wife. He could do whatever he wanted with me…It took me a long time to realize that
I had the right to say no, and that if I didn’t have that right nothing was a real yes.” A woman from Vietnam confided
to a researcher about forced sex in her marriage: “For such a long time I couldn’t (reject him), after resisting it wasn’t
effective. So, I think I have to accept it, or allow it, so that I can sleep, and then the next day I can work. Many times
I think that this is the duty of a wife, so I just accept it and don’t tell anyone. But sometimes I think that this is sexual
abuse” (Yllo and Torres 2016).
Women around the world struggle with the emotional impact of forced sex, feelings of fear, degradation and anger,
as well as significant health consequences. They describe forced pregnancies, HIV infection, cuts, bruises and torn
rectums. They also describe social suffering in the context of their extended families and communities.
Interestingly, the #MeToo Movement has been almost entirely silent on the subject of marital rape. It is easier to speak
out about workplace harassment and sexual assault than to expose one’s family. But marital rape is finally coming out
from behind closed doors. Efforts to respond to the subject of marital rape are growing in local communities across
the globe as well as in international organizations. The expansion of criminal justice and public health interventions in
sexual violence is important. What we need to remember is that these will be most successful when built on a deeper
understanding of complex cultural contexts and women’s lived experience.

89
References
BBC News. 2015. (May 26). “India Marital Rape Victims’ Lonely Battle for Justice.” (https://www.bbc.com/news/worldasia-india-32810834).
Hale, Sir Matthew. 1736, 1847. The History of the Pleas of the Crown. Vol. 1. Philadelphia: Small. Ng, Vivian. 1987.
“Ideology and Sexuality: Rape Laws in Qing China.” Journal of Asian Studies. 46: 57-70.
Yllo, Kersti and Gabriela Torres (eds.). 2016. Marital Rape: Consent, Marriage and Social Change in Global Context.
New York: Oxford University Press.
About The Authors: Kersti Yllö is Professor Emerita of Sociology. Gabriela Torres is Professor of Anthropology. Both
authors are affiliated with Wheaton College (MA).

Change and Human Interaction in Today’s Helter-Skelter World
By Josephine A. Ruggiero
Change is an integral part of the human condition and a permanent feature of social life. Change can be observed
on every level from macro (global, cultural, societal) to meso (organizational, community) to micro (small group,
personal). All societies change, but not at the same rate. Even within a society, not all elements change at the same
rate. William F. Ogburn’s (1922) term cultural lag focuses on the idea that aspects of material culture, like tools and
inventions, usually change faster than aspects of non-material culture, like values and beliefs. If you have lived long
enough, you have seen many changes—especially if you have lived in, or near, a large city your entire life.
In this increasingly secularized, impersonal world was there ever an idyllic decade when the pace of change in American
society seemed slow enough to produce a positive quality of life for many urban dwellers? In historical perspective,
some people would say yes and point to the 1950s. Neighborhoods were more like mini communities then. On the
micro-level neighbors seemed to be friendlier. Personal relationships seemed to matter more. Families often lived close
to relatives in cities and suburbs.
Of course, this was not everyone’s perception or experience. Isolation occurred among urban dwellers. People knew
less about what was going on in the U. S. and in the larger world. Politicians made decisions behind closed doors.
Oftentimes, their decisions and the consequences of the decisions became public only after the fact and, sometimes,
years or decades later.
Computers, the internet, and cell phones were not part of our daily life then. Newspapers and television were our
principal sources of information, along with conversations with neighbors and friends. Some neighborhoods were
beehives of gossip and activity– a lot like villages in the midst of the larger, more impersonal society.
Because of generally positive experiences, many of those who grew up in the 1950s and 1960s had a vastly different
experience than do young people today, particularly in urban areas. Life has gotten harder, meaner, and more individualistic
without the cocoon of close family and friends to sustain us. The family– the first and most important group we enter,
shapes who we are and how we view the world. Not all families are functioning well enough to play this important role
today. Older generations of family members have died and those remaining tend to live far from us. People are busier,
more frenzied, and come across as more self-centered. It seems that everything is about them.
Norms, behavior patterns, and the predictability of both we relied on in the past have changed. Changes in these areas
can and do disorient us. Consider, for example, how the behavior we often observe from drivers in city streets and
highways– from driving too fast, following another driver too closely, and darting out from side streets onto a main
street into oncoming traffic, has increased. Why do so many drivers we encounter on the roads fly through “Yield”
signs rather than slow down and stop? Why do so many drivers behave the same way at “Stop” signs? Driving used to
be enjoyable. Many people, me included, think that being a driver on today’s roads is no longer enjoyable. Interpersonal
behavior in the workplace, and in other social contexts, has also changed, not necessarily for the better, as have notions
of “politically-correct” conversations.
Diversity has become a political buzz word for both positive and negative happenings. It seems that everyone has an
opinion and insists on telling others theirs, regardless of whether other people want to hear it. People at the extreme
right and extreme left are more vocal and public than they used to be. Both throw stones at those who are moderate.
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Not much is private anymore. In the last 50-60 years, some private troubles that have been hidden in, and by, primary
groups are now generally considered public issues in the United States and globally. Transforming our thinking
on the differences between private troubles and public issues is a positive change. Child maltreatment in families,
spouse and partner abuse, and marital rape– phenomena that used to be regarded as private troubles, have been
increasingly recognized as important public issues. The treatment of residents in prisons, in mental institutions, in
orphanages, and in nursing home facilities—places sociologists describe as total institutions has also sparked public
interest. These once-hidden goings on should be scrutinized and understood as public issues and addressed on the
public level through changing laws and practices, creating new ones, developing effective interventions, and making
necessary resources available to help harmed individuals heal and improve the quality of their lives.
If a society does not recognize the bad things that happen to its vulnerable members or care about making positive
changes in these areas, then it is not a society for all. Such a society has become a helter-skelter battleground where
power and loud voices prevail. If it does not change in a positive direction, then how can such a society survive and
thrive?
As people rush through their days in helter-skelter fashion, how many give more than a passing thought about the other
people they encounter, both inside and outside their comfort zones? How many really believe that the lives of all people
matter– not just their own life and the lives of the people in their inner circle of family and friends?
If you answered: I do. The next question to ask yourself is whether you’re willing to stand up and back up your belief
that the lives of all people matter with action? If you are willing to act, ask yourself next what you can do each day to
make your small corner of the world a kinder, gentler place in which to live and thrive. Here are three suggestions
about how to make a difference in a helter-skelter world. First, develop the habit of treating other people better than
they treat you. Second, smile more. Not only will you feel better with a smile on your face, but also the people at whom
you smile may smile back and keep smiling. Third, in interactions with others, especially interactions outside of your
comfort zone, always lead with a compassionate heart. Observe what happens after 30 consecutive days of doing any
one of these suggestions.
What, if anything, has changed? If very little, keep practicing the same suggestion until something does. Then practice
another one of the three suggestions for 30 days and observe what happens. At the very least you should notice some
change in the way you see others and yourself.
We tend to think of meaningful social change as the result of group or collective efforts. However, vocal individuals like
women’s suffrage activists Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Ida B. Wells-Barnett in the early 20th century
and charismatic ministers like Martin Luther King, Jr. in the 1960s were at the forefront of changes that have affected
many lives. These individuals were instrumental in mobilizing others to press for important changes in American
society.
Anyone who is committed to change and who works consistently on behalf of the common good can make a difference.
However, bringing about change is generally not either easy or fast. Regardless, those who have succeeded in change
efforts, even modest alterations, were likely glad they did.
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